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trange things seen in the world's skies 

and waters have long been a staple of 

forteana. Notable heavenly phenemona 

might include everything from phantom 
cities, aerial battles and spectral armies through 
to the mystery airship waves of the early 19th and 
early 20th centuries or the ubiquitous UFOs that 
have provided the stuff of sensational newspaper 
headlines from the late 1940s to the present day. 
Likewise, the annals of strange phenomena are 
full to bursting with tales 
of odd things on the high 
seas or lurking in our 
inland waters, none more 
popular than those refer- 
ring to sea or lake mon- 
sters, those great serpent- 
like denizens of the deep 
which have been spotted 
in oceans worldwide and 
bodies of water in every 
continent, from Scotland's 
Loch Ness to Turkey's Lake 
Van to Lake Okanagan in 
the Canadian province of 
British Columbia. 

It's not so common, 
though, to find these two 
categories colliding, as it 
were, to provide us with a 
host of hitherto forgotten 


stories and necessitating is 5 A - 
“Too right I’m back, Jeff - what the hell is 
this about ‘malevolent’ and "brutal?" 


the opening of a new file 
marked ‘Sky Serpents’. 
Well, perhaps not an 
entirely new file; after 
all, tales of dragons are familiar across the world, 
though usually in the guise of legends or folklore 
rather than cold newsprint. Imagine how pleased 
we were, then, when Jerome Clark told us he’d 
unearthed not just one or two reports concerning 
these (presumably exceedingly rare) creatures but 
a whole series of news items from across the 19th- 
century United States. We present his findings on 
pp30-36. And in a typical example of the kind of 
synchronicity we’re accustomed to here at Fortean 
Towers, it was only a week after receiving Jerry’s 
startling survey of the ‘Sky Serpent’ phenomenon 
that our man in Germany, Ulrich Magin, came 
forward quite independently with a similarly 
unfamiliar report of another giant flying serpent, 
this time terrorising the Mediterranean and being 
pelted with pomegranates by frightened sailors! 
(See this issue's ‘Blast from the Past’ on p38). 

Of course, as Jerry points out, while the 
sheer volume of reports of giant flying snakes 
he has collected is rather surprising, the levels 
of outlandishness they often attain makes one 
hesitate to label them as mere hoaxes; one won- 
ders, indeed, whether they were intended to be 
believed even for a single credulous moment. 

But strange things in the skies have a habit of 
slipping between the worlds of fact and fiction. 
Ask novelist Robert Rankin, the publication of 
whose 30th distinctly fortean book we celebrate 
in a special interview (pp42-43). Mr Rankin has 


2 


long been interested іп the way myths come into 
being and take on lives of their own, and his 
name was once linked to the mythological creat- 


ure apparently seen flying over the West London ! 


suburb of Brentford in the mid-1980s. While 
Brentford certainly boasts a pair of griffins on 
its coat of arms, its football club plays at Griffin 
Park and it is home to The Griffin pub, there had 
been no reports of this bizarre composite beast 
actually soaring the Brentford skies up until this 
point. ‘Psychic quester’ 


and claimed that all 

the indications pointed 
to Rankin, who had, by 
playing ‘Cosmic Joker’, 
reactivated the Griffin 
archetype that lurked in 
the collective unconscious 
of Brentford’s inhabitants 
(FT81:57). Rankin tells 
things differently, claim- 
ing to have helpfully set 
up a Griffin Hot Line only 
in response to the pecu- 
liar events and logging 
calls from locals who sud- 
denly remembered seeing 
the mythological beast 
rising Phoenix-like above 
Brentford at the end of 
World War II! “Hang on 

a minute,” he thought, 
“Even if this thing had no 
reality at first, it has now. 
I began to wonder if any 
reports of anything had any substance at all.” 
(FT80:28-29) 

Perhaps such myths do possess sufficient 
power to make the transition from the realm of 
the unconscious (or the printed page) to that of 
everyday experience; or perhaps such instances 
are just particularly striking examples of ostens- 
ion on a grand scale. Whatever the truth behind 
the Brentford Griffin and the Sky Serpents, we 
Should perhaps, as both Robert Rankin and 
David Hambling (p51) suggest, beware of taking 
printed — and, these days, online – authorities 


on trust. 


DAVID SUTTON 


| ШІ T Г 
n 


BOB RICKARD 
PAUL SIEVEKING 


Everything you always wanted 


j to know about Fortean Times 
but were too paranoid to ask! 


SEE PAGE 65 


Www.forteantimes.com 


Andy Collins investigated, к = 


KILLER ENTERTAINMENT 


TUNE IN FOR MORE JACK ACTION AT 


& Wii. 


1d MAD WORLD аге 


GA loc 


WWW.MADWORLUTV.CUM 


After surviving a lightning strike, a nine-year-old boy found a magic stone on his head - and a new ability 


REUTERS / SIGIT PAMUNGKAS 


n late January, Mohammad 

Ponari, a nine-year-old boy 

in the impoverished east 

Java village of Balongsari, 
was playing in the rain in his 
front yard when he was struck by 
lightning. To the astonishment 
of his friends, he was unharmed. 
АП the more bizarre, according to 
his family and the village chief, 
was that when Ponari came to, he 
found a stone the size of an egg 
on his head. He threw it away but 
the stone came back so he took it 
home. He became convinced he 
possessed special healing powers. 

Lintang, a boy next door 

afflicted by a fever, was his first 
patient. The stone was placed in 
a glass of water, which Lintang 
drank. The fever vanished. Then 
another neighbour approached 
him, a woman in her 30s who 
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had suffered from a depressive 
condition for 15 years. She too was 
healed. The miracles kept coming. 
“Му arm was sprained,” said Nila 
Retno, the village chief. *The 
water touched by the stone was 
given to me and I applied it to my 
sprained arm. Suddenly I was OK 
again." The district police commis- 
sioner, Sutikno, a devout Muslim 
who will be making the hadj 
pilgrimage to Mecca this year, 
recounted his experience. *I was 
inside the house talking to the boy 
and his family. Together with me 
in the house was a boy of his age 
who hadn't spoken for five years. 
Ponari shook him. The boy reacted 
and they started fighting, like 
wrestling and pulling each others' 
hair... then, a few moments after 
the fighting, the boy started to 
talk. He said ‘I’m scared.” 


The elixir has 


cured fevers, 
dumbness and 


a sprained arm 
EEE eS 


торс р 48 


The tales of miraculous healing 
spread quickly. Within a week 
of the lightning strike, hundreds 
of local villagers were lining up 
outside Ponari's modest home, А 
week later, the ailing, the lame 
and the curious were coming 
from as far afield as Malaysia to 
Balongsari, which is a few hours 
drive from Surabaya. Thousands 
were queuing each day in lines 


LEFT: Mohammad Ponari douses his 
magic stone to produce a healing potion. 
FACING PAGE: Crowds seeking miracle 
cures gather in the village of Balongsari. 


stretching for miles, carrying 
plastic bags, pots and buckets of 
water ready to be transformed 
into an elixir by the magic stone. 
Stampedes erupted at least three 
times, resulting in four deaths 
(two on 9 February) and dozens 
of injuries. 

Not all the healing worked. A 
child of three died after his par- 
ents had given him wonder water 
instead of taking him to a doctor, 
and the media were interview- 
ing more and more people who 
had drunk the miracle water but 
didn't notice anything. Hamzah, 
53, said his eyes were just as bad 
as before. However, such adverse 
publicity failed to deter visitors. 

While Islam is the prevalent 
religion in Indonesia, it is 
infused with animism, Buddhism 
and Hinduism - religions that 
have at one time or another 
dominated Java. Shamans and 
healers, commonly known as 
dukuns, can be found in most 
villages and shantytowns. Many 
double as Islamic clerics and 
offer services ranging from 
alternative medical treatments 
to guidance in romantic affairs 
and fortune-telling. The dukun 
santets are dukuns who cast spells 
and practise black magic. In 
71—1998, 200 supposed dukun santets 
were massacred in east Java in a 
mysterious series of killings that 
has never been solved. Politicians 
frequently seek the guidance 
of dukuns - most famously the 
former dictator Suharto. There 
are many paranormal magazines 
packed with advertisements from 
dukuns offering their services. 

By mid-February, Ponari 
had seen tens of thousands of 
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patients, and as much as one billion 
rupiah (£58,000) had been raised 
through a charity box outside his 
home. Many thought this was unac- 
ceptable: dukuns are not supposed to 
profit from their activities. According 
to Retno, Ponari said he had been 
*scolded" by the stone for accepting 
envelopes crammed with cash. The boy 
had fallen ill, struck by bouts of fever 
and nausea. It was probably exhaus- 
tion, although some saw it as a sign of 
displeasure from the spirit world. 

On 23 February, Ponari went back 
to school for the first time in three 
weeks, riding on the back of the school 
director's moped, with a platoon of riot 
police running alongside to protect 
him. No doubt he would have liked a 
break from his miracle-working, but 
the villagers were keen for him to con- 
tinue, as they were making big money 
selling food, lodging, parking spaces, 
and water in which the magic stone 
had been dipped. (Sydney) D.Telegraph, 
12 Feb; Sudney Morning Herald (week- 
end edition), 14-15 Feb; Volkskrant 
(Netherlands), 24 Feb 2009. 


Serving wenches will 
take you back in time 


Wolves іп rush Gnomes banned ^^'^ 
to buy ribbons from graveyard Manwithno 


Birmingham Mail, 15 Dec 2008. 


Brighton Argus, 2004 or 2005 


North Somerset Mercury, 5 Nov 2008. 


arms arrested 


Hercules may rescue Kiwis for driving car 


The Press (Christchurch, NZ), 3 Dec 2008. 


Tracey Piggott’s ex hit with ban 
over horse that ate its own legs 


Irish Independent, 21 Nov 2008. 


Greens demand brothel action 


Canberra Times, 9 Nov 2008. 


Independent, 29 Nov 2008. 


Darlington 
man grew 

a cannabis 
plant called 
Frederick 


Northem Echo, 10 Dec 2008. 
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GRAFFITI IN LIGHT 


These images have not been photoshopped. >S 
Michael Bosanko “draws” the patterns with 
coloured torches, a digital camera on long > 
exposure (from 10 seconds up to as much TSA 


as one hour). These pictures were created i 
in the Cardiff and Newport area. LONE 


ALL PHOTOS: BARCROFT MEDIA / MICHAEL BOSANKO. 
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INJURED BY ICE 


A 6lb (2.7kg) chunk of ice 
fell from the sky and through 
the roof of a house in York, 
Pennsylvania, on 8 October. It 
then punched a hole through 
a bedroom ceiling. One piece 
broke off and hit Mary Ann 
Foster, 66, on the forehead 
as she slept, causing an 
impressive swelling. She said 
the ice had a slightly fishy 
smell and looked like quartz. 
It was thought to have come 
from a plane or a rocket. [AP] 
York (PA) Dispatch, 9 Oct 
2008. 


SUITCASE MYSTERY 

The Bennett family flew from 
Southampton to Paris for 
Christmas, but one of their 
suitcases failed to arrive with 
them. Air France said it had 
“vanished”. It was later found 
in the city of Farah in Afghani- 
stan and was returned to 
Southampton airport within 

a week. There are no direct 
flights to Afghanistan from 
either Southampton or Paris's 
Charles de Gaulle airport, so 
how the case reached Farah 
is unknown. BBC News, 1 Jan 
2009. 


KISS OF DEAF 


A young Chinese woman from 
Zhuhai in Guangdong prov- 
ince arrived at hospital having 
completely lost the hearing 

in her left ear following a 
passionate kiss from her boy- 
friend. A medic called Dr Li 
explained: "The kiss reduced 
the pressure in the mouth, 
pulled the eardrum out and 
caused the breakdown of the 
ear." The woman's hearing 
was expected to recover 
within about two months. 
"While kissing is normally very 
safe," proclaimed the China 
Daily, “doctors advise people 
to proceed with caution." 
D.Mail, 8 Dec; BBC News, 

9 Dec 2008. 
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REUTERS / AUSTRALIAN CUSTOMS 


ABOVE LEFT: Customs officials found live pigeons strapped to this traveller's legs at Melbourne airport after a flight from Dubai. 
ABOVE RIGHT: CCTV frames showing the ill-fated escape attempt of two prisoners in Hastings, New Zealand, оп 28 January 2009. 


ДА 2Зуеагой Australian was 
B V detained at Melbourne air- 
| port on 1 February after a 
Ш Bi ohour flight from Dubai. 
Suspicions were raised when 
customs found two eggs in a vit- 
amin container, and a strip-search 
revealed live pigeons wrapped and 
strapped to each leg under his 
tights. If they are racers, the birds 
could be worth up to £100,000 — 
but wildlife smuggling carries up to 
10 years in jail in Australia. Metro, 
(Sydney) D.Telegraph, 4 Feb 2009. 


Aman entered what he thought 
was a branch of Farmers Bank 

in Nicholasville, Kentucky, on 13 
January, brandished a gun and 
demanded money. An employee 
broke it to him that there wasn’t 
any. "I know you have money. It's 
a bank," he said. No, said the 
employee, it's now an office for 
the Jessamine South Elkhorn 
Water District. The man left empty- 
handed. [AP] 14 Jan 2009. 


A bank robber 
drilled into the 
lavatory rather 
than the saf 


and found himself in a lavatory. An 
alarm was triggered when he broke 
through the wall and he was rapidly 
arrested. [R] 2 Feb 2009. 


Mirko Grlic, 33, ran into the Kredi 
Bank in the Serbian ski resort Nova 
Varos wearing a balaclava and 
brandishing a shotgun. He escaped 
with £30,000. A few minutes later, 
he returned to settle his overdraft, 
this time without his balaclava. 
Staff recognised his distinctive 
trainers and called police. Sun, 

10 Jan; MX News (Brisbane), 

12 Jan 2009. 


A 21-year-old Belgian man tried 
to drill his way into a branch of 
Banque Populaire in Marseille on 
31 January, but missed the safe 


Thomas Infante, 40, of Cary, Illinois 
walked into a Chicago bank and 
handed a teller a note that read: 
"Be Quick Be Quit [sic]. Give your 


, 


cash or l'Il shoot." The teller gave 
him about $400. The robber left 
behind his demand note, which 
was written on the back of a torn 
pay slip. The other half — printed 
with Infante's name and home 
address — was found just outside 
the bank's front doors. Canberra 
Times, 31 Dec 2008. 


A 23-year-old man drove to a gas 
station in Cape Haze, Florida, on 8 
February, pulled out a 12in (30cm) 
Bowie knife, and demanded money. 
While police were looking for signs 
of the robber, a newspaper carr- 
ier told them that a man in a car 
matching the one from the robbery 
had run out of petrol nearby. They 
got their man. [AP] 11 Feb 2009. 


As they were being led from their 
cell to a courthouse in Hastings, 
New Zealand, on 28 January, 
Regan Reti, 20, and Tiranara 
White, 21, made a break for it. 
“They fell over and were sprayed 
with pepper spray,” said police 
spokesman Dave Greig. “But they 
got up and ran out of the court 
onto the street, across the road 
to a car park. That’s where they 


| 
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BRYAN SKINNER 


met the pole — it was all over, 
rover." The handcuffed pair had 
run on opposite sides of a lone 
lamppost, promptly crashing into 
each other. They were recaptured 
as they lay dazed in a heap. The 
farce was caught on CCTV and 
shown on New Zealand's TV One 
News, where it was billed as "one 
of the worst escape attempts ever 
seen". Reti had just been jailed 
for two years for assault, while 
White was in custody for allegedly 
stealing a car. The Australian, 
Independent, Metro, 30 Jan 2009. 


Allahmanamjad Barbel, 21, walked 
into a police station in Barnstable, 
Massachusetts, on 10 February 
and asked for help removing a 
pair of handcuffs dangling from 
one wrist that his sister slipped 
on him at a child's birthday party. 
Police ran his name through their 
data bank and found he had out- 
standing warrants for driving with 
a suspended license, leaving the 
scene of an accident, threatening 
to commit a crime and making 
annoying phone calls. They 
removed the cuffs and slipped on 
a new pair. [AP] 11 Feb 2009. 


Peter Hinton, 20, broke into 
Dangerous Dan's butcher shop 

in Macksville, northern Sydney, 
and stole five T-bone steaks and 
a frozen chicken. He then tried 

to break into Café Au Lait nearby. 
After a couple of rocks failed to 
shatter the glass, he threw the 
frozen chicken, badly slashing his 
hand. He then called police for 
assistance. (Sydney) D.Telegraph, 
5 Feb 2009. 


Christopher Woodruff, 22, from 
Plymouth, was stopped for speed- 
ing. After failing to produce an 
insurance certificate, he created 
one on his computer. However, 
the bogus certificate had an expiry 
date of 31 February and court 
Staff spotted the error. He was 
banned from driving for six months 
and ordered to do community 
work. D.Express, 1 Dec 2008. 


A 30-year-old man caught in lowa 
City with several large bags of 
cannabis told police he planned 
to turn the weed into compost. 
Each bag held a "gallon" or more. 
MX News (Brisbane), 2 June 2008. 


Motorist Jason Erdkamp was 
driving on Freeway 341 in Orange 
County, California, in February 
when he managed to snap this 
photo (top) showing a rainbow 
seeming to hit the ground. Norm- 
ally this optical effect appears 

to be far away (and remains far 
off as you travel towards it), but 
although Mr Erdkamp found no 


pot of gold, he did win $25 on a 
lottery that night. D.Telegraph, 
13 Feb 2009. 

FT reader Bryan Skinner 
took the above photo in Seal, 
Kent, on 24 January. It shows 
a complete sunbow with a 
circumzenithal arc above. A tiny 
circumzenithal arc can even be 
seen at the top of the sunbow. 


SIDELINES... 


FAR-FLUNG 
Rubbish put out for гесусі- 
ing in Leeds ended up 

being dumped in India. 
Environmental campaigners 
found junk mail sent to Paul 
Sharman's home in disused 
wells in the state of Tamil 
Nadu. Leeds City Council 
denied sending any recycling 
material to India. MX News 
(Brisbane), 16 Oct 2008. 


PIED PIPER WANTED 
Rats have overrun Hamelin 

— again. A makeshift rubbish 
dump on the outskirts of 

the German town was being 
blamed for the infestation, a 
repeat of the legendary one in 
1284. (Sydney) D.Telegraph, 
22 Nov 2008. 


SPARED THE CHOP 
Sathis and Sabarish Raj, 

27, identical twin brothers, 
escaped hanging in Malaysia 
as a judge in Kuala Lumpur 
was unable to determine 
which one was guilty, and 

So released both. In 2003, 
police arrested one brother 
found driving 166kg (366lb) 
of cannabis апа 2kg (4.41Ь) 
of opium to a house. His twin 
arrived soon afterwards and 
was also arrested, but then 
police were unable to tell 
which was which. Execution 
is mandatory for drug traffick- 
ing in Malaysia. BBC News, 

7 Feb 2009. 


WELL SPOKEN, SIR 
French local government 
worker Lluis Colet, 62, broke 
the world record for the long- 
est speech after rambling 
non-stop for 124 hours about 
Salvador Dalí, Catalan culture 
and other topics, in the 
southern town of Perpignan. 
The previous record of 120 
hours was held by an Indian. 
Sydney Morning Herald, 

19 Jan 2009. 


UNHEALTHY 
DEPARTMENT 

Dozens of workers with the 
Lawrence County health 
department in Illinois got food 
poisoning from the buffet at 
their holiday party, and 42 of 
the 72 attendees were laid 
out. NY Post, 24 Dec 2009. 
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BUDDHIST TERMITES 


Five termite nests resembling 
seated figures of Buddha 
appeared on the cement 

floor of 56-year-old widow 
Kuong Keo Ry's house near 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 

She swept them away every 
day but the insects rebuilt 
them overnight. Throughout 
November, 50 to 60 people 
came to see the nests every 
day. Meanwhile, a Buddha- 
shaped wasps' nest was 
drawing Cambodian pilgrims 
in Minnesota [FT245:12]. Gold 
Coast (Australia) Bulletin, 

17 Nov 2008. 


“PRO-ISLAMIC” DOLL 


The Fisher-Price Little Mommy 
Cuddle 'n' Coo doll is meant 
to make realistic baby sounds 
and cry out “тата”, but 
some imaginative US parents 
believe it says “Islam is the 
light” and fear their children 
are being indoctrinated. A 
spokesman insisted the 
message was an illusion 
caused by cheap, in-built 
speakers. However, Rachel 
Jones of Knightsville, Indiana, 
believes that a Nintendo 
game, Baby Pals, also says 
“Islam is the light”. (Dublin) 
Metro, 14 Oct 2008; www. 
wthitv, 27 Jan 2009. 


FIERY FATE 


A family in China was looking 
at a gloomy future after their 
home was burnt down by a 
crystal ball. Yuan Meng left his 
daughter’s fortune-telling prop 
on her bed while they went 
shopping in eastern Binzhou. 
Sunlight, refracted through 
the crystal, set fire to the bed 
sheets. Metro, 9 Feb 2009. 


PHUKET POST 


10 кэз 


www.forteantimes.com 


ore than 700 students at 
M a school in Kamala, Thai- 

land, were sent home after 
29 students were *possessed" by 
demons. Children aged between 
four and 17 started convulsing 
uncontrollably, while others sat 
frozen to their seats or burst into 
loud screaming. The prestigious 
H.M. the King's Rachaprachana- 
kroh Foundation School (above), 
which caters mainly for Muslim 
children, was closed for a week 
while nine Buddhist and one 
Chinese monk exorcised the 
school grounds, spreading snakes’ 
blood and pigs’ blood around 
the playing area to drive off the 
‘spirits’. A Muslim ceremony was 
also performed to persuade the 
‘spirits’ to depart. 

According to educational assist- 
ant Kongsak Khoburi, the “crazy 
behaviour” started on Wednesday, 
19 November with a 16-year-old 
boy, referred to only as Non. “He 
was sitting frozen to his seat, and 
then he suddenly started scream- 
ing,” said Mr Kongsak. “It was as 
if my body was being constricted,” 
said Non. “I felt as if I were 
trapped and had no control over 
my actions. I didn’t know what 
was happening to me and I was 
suddenly afraid of the other stud- 
ents in my class. I can remember 
there was also a loud ringing in 
my ears, and then I think I must 
have lost consciousness. When I 
awoke, I had no idea what had 
happened. Then my sister started 


TALES OF POSSESSION AND MASS HYSTERIA 
FROM SCHOOLS AROUND THE WORLD 


By the next 
day, students 
of all ages 
were doing 
“weird things” 


acting strangely as well. I then 
became even more frightened 
because I thought I must have 
passed on to her what I had.” 
When disciplinary action had 
no effect, teachers realised Non 
wasn’t “playing games” and it was 
something more sinister. As the 
day wore on, groups of primary 
school girls began dancing ritual- 
istically and chanting in class. 
By the next morning, students 
of all ages were doing “weird 
things” and by Friday they were 
uncontrollable. Mr Kongsak said 
there was pandemonium and wild 
outbursts by children in the play- 
ground. The following Monday, 
the school was closed for a week. 
Mr Kongsak played down claims 
that the ‘demons’ were unhappy 
because a spirit house under a 
sacred tree near the school had 
been destroyed when the tree was 
cut down to make way for a build- 
ing development. In Buddhist-Thai 
culture, it is believed that during 
sampawesi, or when the soul 


changes condition, it can 
become open and allow spir- 
its to enter. “Some people 
believe the spirits have no 
home and nowhere to go,” 
said Mr Kongsak, “so they 
enter the bodies of humans 
and communicate through 
them.” He didn’t believe 

his students had been poss- 
essed and offered a rather 
unconvincing mundane 
explanation: “I think the 
children were bored, and 
were acting this way as some 
sort of practical joke. They 
have convinced some of their 
classmates to act this way, 
and it has escalated from 
there.” Phuket Post (Thai- 
land), 12 Dec 2008. 


A similar scenario played out 

in Indonesia in November 2007. 
During the morning flag-raising 
ceremony at Pahandut Palangka 
Raya School in Kalimantan, one 
of the girls started screaming 
and couldn’t move. Soon her 
friends joined in, until more than 
30 of them were screaming and 
fainting. Some of the girls woke 
from their trance after a student 
played a Muslim prayer ring tone 
on her mobile phone. Others were 
taken by their parents to local 
witch doctors. Some blamed a 
spirit living in a nearby tree. [R] 
24 Feb 2008. 


A “mystery illness” shut down 
Wellers Hill State School in Bris- 
bane, Queensland, on 29 October 
last year. One nine-year-old suff- 
ered a seizure and within 15 min- 
utes 30 more students reported 
feeling sick and dizzy. Police 
closed streets surrounding the 
school while 13 ambulance offic- 
ers and several fire crews arrived 
on the scene. Nine students were 
hospitalised, while the other 

22 were treated in the school’s 
administration block. Queensland 
Fire and Rescue Services tested 
the air, but found no sign of 

any gas or chemical. (Brisbane) 
Courier-Mail, 30 Oct 2008. 


For other recent outbreaks of mass 
psychogenic illness, see FT243:11. 


NEWSPIX 


Two men afloat in a cool-box 


The unlikely survival of two shipwreck victims, at sea for 25 days 


n17 January, а 
routine patrol 
flight 90 miles 


(145km) off the 
northern coast of 
Queensland spotted an 
industrial-size red cool- 
box (or “esky”, as they 
call them in Australia) 
in the Torres Strait. 
Inside it were two men 
waving their T-shirts 

to attract attention. A 
helicopter was sent to 
winch them to safety. 
The men gulped down 
about four pints (two 
litres) of water each 
and were treated for 
sunburn before being 
flown to hospital on 
Thursday Island, about 
25 miles (40km) north 
of Cape York Peninsula. 
They were discharged 
after three days. 

Haung Htaik, 24, and Ko Ko Oo, 
22, said they had been working on 
a 30ft (9m) wooden fishing boat 
from Thailand that broke up and 
sank in rough weather southeast 
of Indonesia on 23 December, and 
had last seen their 18 Thai and 
Burmese shipmates swimming 
with no life jackets. They said 
they were from the city of Henz- 
ada in southwest Burma and had 
been threatened with being “shot 
and killed” if they didn’t work on 
the boat. Details of when the boat 
embarked from Thailand and why 
it sank remain sketchy, although 
the two survivors said it had been 
taking on water for days. By their 
own account, Htaik and Oo spent 
the next 25 days floating in storm- 
battered, shark-infested seas. The 
rest of the crew are presumed to 
have drowned. 

Oo said they had survived by 
drinking rainwater and eating six 
or seven small fish regurgitated 
by two birds that had landed 
on the esky on the 10th day. A 
contradictory report said that init- 
ially there were chunks of fish in 
the esky. If the men’s story were 
true, they would have survived 


An expert 
doubted the 
men could have 
survived so long 


strong winds feeding into Cyclone 
Charlotte that ripped across the 
Gulf of Carpentaria the week 
before their rescue. At least the 
storm brought heavy rains, which 
would have given them drinking 
water. Temperatures in the region 
in January averaged 31°C (88°F) 
with wind gusts registered up to 
47mph (75km/h). 

Brisbane doctor Paul Larkin, 
a Royal Australian Navy Reserve 
commander and an expert in 
long-term survival, doubted the 
men could have survived for 25 
days in these conditions. He said 
they did not display the severity 
of skin blistering and debilitation 
he would expect. He also doubted 
they would have been able to 
keep the bottom of the esky free 


of saltwater and dead 
fish so that they could 
collect rainwater for 
drinking. However, one 
Thursday Island source 
who had interviewed 
the pair said he believed 
their story. “They are 
men who have spent 
their life at sea, eating 
at the most one meal a 
day, sometimes starving 
for days on end,” he 
said. “They weigh 55kg 
[1211b] each, their skin 
is like leather, they have 
no excess body weight 
to lose.” 

An Australian cool- 
box manufacturer, 
Techni Ice, said the esky 
appeared to be one of 
its 210-gallon models, 
manufactured in Thai- 
land and used by comm- 
ercial fishing boats. Its 
director, Graeme Reberger, said: 
“Tm surprised they were able to 
stay in it without it tipping over.” 
Oo expressed his wish to seek 
asylum in Australia as he and his 
friend feared “hunger and death” 
if they were forcibly deported. At 
the time of going to press, they had 
been transferred to immigration 
detention on Christmas Island 
while their case was consid- 
ered. Brisbane Courier Mail, 20, 
24-25 Jan; NY Times, 20 Jan; Inde- 
pendent, Gold Coast Bulletin, 21 Jan; 
Brisbane Courier-Mail, 21 Jan, 31 Jan 
/ 1 Feb; Bangkok Post, 31 Jan 2009. 


The regurgitated fish reminds 

FT of the ordeal of three Kiribati 
fishermen in 1986 [FT48:16]. They 
survived 119 days adrift in the 
Pacific in a 16ft (4.8m) open boat, 
catching 25 sharks with their bare 
hands, clubbing them to death, 
drinking their blood and eating 
them raw. Heartily sick of shark 
meat, one night they prayed for a 
different kind of fish, and some- 
thing fell into the boat. It was a 
rare blackish fish that lives 620ft 
(190m) down and never normally 
comes to the surface. 


SIDELINES... 


GOLDFISH MIRACLE 


Ginger the goldfish was last 
seen in his bowl at 11pm 

one night last December, but 
during the night he leapt out 
of the water. Owner Barbara 
Woodward of Gloucester found 
him lying motionless behind a 
cabinet at 7am the following 
morning. Unable to shift the 
heavy piece of furniture, and 
convinced that he was dead, 
she left for work; but when 

she returned at 8pm she saw 
him “Парріпв around" on the 
floor and returned him to his 
bowl. Fish out of water usually 
die within minutes, but Ginger 
had survived between 13 and 
21 hours. D.Mail, Sun, 29 Dec 
2008. 


LEGEND LIVES | 


Scarelore concerning HIV- 
infected needles jammed in 
cinema seats and vending 
machine slots [FT149:21] 
appeared to have come true 
when а 16-year-old girl was 
pricked by a hypodermic 
needle planted in the key-pad 
of a cashpoint in Penzance, 
Cornwall. She was tested for 
HIV, and faced an agonising 
wait of several months to learn 
if the needle had infected her. 
Sun, 11 April 2008. 


TARGET THE WIFE 


Vedran Ribaric, 26, forced 

his wife Mirna, 23, to strip to 
her knickers and run around 
the garden while he took pot 
shots at her with his air rifle. 
He also made her strike sexy 
poses while he took aim. He 
was jailed for 31/; years іп 
Zapresic, Croatia. "Shooting 
at a beautiful woman like her 
is crazy," said a neighbour. 
"Couldn't he have practised on 
a wild pig like everyone else?" 
D.Telegraph, Sun, 9 Dec 2008. 


TABLES TURNED 


Felix Batista is a US security 
consultant credited with help- 
ing to free hostages abducted 
by Colombian rebels. On 10 
December, he was kidnapped 
in Saltillo, northern Mexico, 
after delivering a seminar 
there for business owners in 
the state of Coahuila on how 
to avoid being kidnapped. Int. 
Herald Tribune, 17 Dec 2008. 
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THE ART OF TRAVEL: SOUVENIRS IN SITU 


A Dutch couple visiting a 
cattle fair in the eastern 
Indian state of Bihar ate four 
samosas. The stallholder then 
said they were "special", con- 
taining aphrodisiac herbs, and 
demanded 10,000 rupees 
(£140). After a heated argu- 
ment, they paid up, but then 
told a policeman, who obliged 
the vendor to give them 9,990 
rupees in change. (Sydney) 
D.Telegraph, 19 Nov 2008. 


Melchiorre Contena, a 

Sardinian pastor, spent 30 

years in jail for the kidnap and es E ЗР, „ 

murder of an Italian business- " » я ee T 2 

man, continually protesting : "n , : De i Зе 
his innocence. Last year, the Е сеч Я à T. Ж 4 When the 1 у 1 5 
real killers were caught and Р © 3 ce y NM 1 * 
a judge ordered Contena's : Lu. E E. А Ж” ИЕ» | i got your number... 
release — which came 12 : ЖК. #27 : | %- 

hours before his sentence Е 

was to end and he would 

have been released anyway. 

(Dublin) Metro, 19 Nov 2008. 
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almost died on stage іп 

Vienna. Directed by the script Д : : i 4. 
of Schiller's Mary Stuart to I:i: ET ivr É n; rm fyi Г" Р 
slash his own throat, he 1j E в a= x : i 1" 2 ; E HANG UP. 
collapsed with blood pour- 

ing from his neck and the 

audience applauded the 

spectacular special effects. 

But someone had switched 

the blunt prop knife for a real 

one bought at a local store. 

Police were investigating. After 

emergency treatment, the 

Swedish-born actor appeared 

on stage the next night with a 
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ALL PICTURES: MICHAEL HUGHES 


Photographs from Souvenirs, a book project begun 


| | | mere representations." | 
іп 1999 by Michael Hughes, 56, а Berlin-based free- From top left to bottom right: line; | "nee 
lance photographer. "I have rules that | have to find наи sh 


2 entrance to wall i ; 
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here, not just making fun of the souvenirs but also Leaning Tower of Pisa. 5 | Е DLE ; | | || 
the things themselves which have been reduced to Sa. See www.flickr.com/photos/ | [| 
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he subject of this column dropped. 

through the letterbox. | was going to 

return to the American right's conspiracy 
theories about President Obama - the most 
amusing of which is the claim that he's a 
stooge of the Soviet Communists, trained by 
them and planted on America * — until the 
postman brought the March/February issue 
of Nexus. It contains an interview by Linda 
Moulton Howe with someone purporting 
to be a former CIA and military officer who 
worked with UFOs. It's obviously disinform- 
ation — and not even very good disinformation, 
at that. Howe's interviewee; whom she calls 
*Stein", runs some of ufology's greatest hits 
past her: Nazi UFOs hidden in the Antarctic 
(ҒТ175:42-47), aliens, Roswell, and so оп and 
so forth. He claims to have seen the Santilli 
'alien autopsy' film in the 1950s - seemingly 
unaware that Santilli has admitted it was a 
fake — and tells Howe that the Germans had 
the flying discs we think of as UFOs in 1917(!), 
built from plans received (sort of downloaded) 
by mediums from the Vril Society. 

The really startling thing to me that is that 
Howe doesn't appear to have thought, “UFOS 
in 1917? That seems unlikely", or asked 
herself, “Oh, the Ул! Society: what's that?” 
Had she Googled “Vril society” she would 
found that the concept of Vril first appeared 
in a novel by Edward Bulwer-Lytton published 
іп 1871 (FT241:32-33) and evidence for the 
existence of a real Vril Society is non-existent. 
For a journalist and filmmaker, Howe is stun- 
ningly uncurious. 

And we have been here before. It was Howe 
who was taken into an office of the US Air 
Force by Sgt Richard Doty in 1983 and shown 
'secret documents' about UFOs, aliens and 
crash sites which she could read but not 
copy. ? Doty was part of a disinformation oper- 
ation by the US Air Force aimed at American 
ufology. This operation gave similar inform- 
ation to Paul Bennewitz and then, a year later, 
offered some of it in documentary form as 
the MJ12 papers (ҒТ121:40-43; 122:28-31). 
We know this was a disinformation operation 
because one of its main perpetrators, the 
writer William Moore, told American ufologists 
at a conference in 1989 that they'd been had 
— and by him. 2 

Having been conned in 1983, here is Howe 
putting her name to the same information: 
MJ12 - with Nazi knobs on this time — and 
trusting an "informant" she has never met. 
The interview with "Stein" was done over the 
phone. | swear, if | could do a decent American 


accent | could have pulled off a more convinc- 
ing job than Howe's informant, "Stein". He 
claimed to have been in the CIA, informing 
Howe that his boss in the CIA was "in charge 
of the south-eastern United States... they 
had the country divided up four ways. We also 
had an administrative person as a well as a 
European head. And, of course, we had spies 
in Russia and so on." 

Uh-huh. As a description of the CIA, that 
doesn't even approach inadequate. 

Sgt Doty, who had showed Howe the docu- 
ments in his office, was the subject of quite 
a bit of discussion in the years following the 
debunking of the MJ12 papers by Bill Moore, 
but he's still at it. In the same issue of Nexus 
as the Howe farrago, there is a review of 
a new edition of a book by Doty, Timothy 
Cooper and Robert Collins called Exempt from 
Disclosure. Doty and Collins were both — and 
possibly аге still both - members of the 
network of US intelligence and military pers- 
onnel who went by bird code names and which 
became known collectively as 'the Aviary'. 
Timothy Cooper received/distributed another 
batch of MJ12 papers in 1992. It's as if Bill 
Moore's statement to a MUFON conference in 
1989 had never happened! 

A widely published recent study of the 
brains of political activists, using MRI scann- 
ing, showed that when confronted by evidence 
which threatened to undermine their beliefs, it 
was emotional rather than reasoning circuits 
which were activated by the material. * 

Confronted by the evidence that the MJ12 


documents were a fake, Timothy Cooper came 
up with this response which enabled him 

not to acknowledge that hed been conned: 

“Іп summary, the Majestic documents are, 

in all probability, an attempt by an informed 
person(s) to reconstruct for researchers a 
historical narrative based on non-existent and 
authentic documents supported by published 
facts with classic disinformation techniques in 
what is termed in counterintelligence parlance 
as 'gray' intelligence. The question of whether 
they are genuine, authentic or real is not the 
issue here. The important point to keep in 
mind, as | believe, is the information contained 
in the documents themselves. For in these 
documents and the FOIA material already 
released, and the published facts contain the 
answers we all seek. The truth may be found 
in our individual perceptions." * 


So, the truth isn't out there after all — it's 
in here! 


NOTES 


1 See http:/tinyurl.com/aabmxv (worldnetdaily.com). 


2. See Greg Bishop: Project Beta (New York, 2005) 
рр202-7. The 'read but don't copy’ line was stand- 
ard psy-ops technique with journalists. 


3 This was a psy-ops disinformation technique, 
known in the British Army as the double bubble. You 
lead a target down a false trail and then, when the 
target accepts your version of reality as true, you tell 
them they've been conned, leaving them confused. 


4 See for example: http; /'tinyurl.com/dc7p27 
(catallaxis.. com). 


5 http:/tinyurl.com/auz89n (geocities.com). 
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From a 60-million-year-old fossil to some jungle tall tales 


| ШШ 055115 unearthed іп Colom- 

BL, bia belonged to the biggest 
B — snake ever discovered: а 

D behemoth named Titanoboa 
cerrejonensis (“titanic boa from 
Cerrejón"), 42 to 45ft (13-14m) 
long, with a girth of 3ft 4in 
(100cm), and weighing more than 
2,5001b (1.13 tonnes). Its size 
suggests equatorial temperatures 
were significantly warmer 58 mill- 
ion to 60 million years ago than 
they are now - maybe by 5°C (9°F) 
or more - during a time when the 
world as a whole was warmer. This 
was about five million years after 
the demise of the last dinosaurs 
and before warm-blooded mamm- 
als had established themselves as 
the largest and most widespread 
fauna on the planet. 

Titanoboa was larger than the 
snake that tried to eat Jennifer 
Lopez in the movie Anaconda. At 
its greatest girth, it would have 
come up to her waist. ^This thing 
weighs more than a bison and is 
longer than a city bus,” enthused 
snake expert Jack Conrad of the 
American Museum of Natural 
History in New York. *It could 
easily eat something the size of a 
cow. А human would just be toast 
immediately." It is thought to 
have been the largest vertebrate 
on Earth for perhaps 10 million 
years. While related to modern 
boa constrictors, it behaved more 
like an anaconda and spent almost 
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The snake 
weighed more 
than a bison 
and was longer 
than a city bus 


all its time in the water. It could 
slither on land as well as swim. It 
was about 11ft (3m) longer than 
Gigantophis, the previous largest 
snake, a creature that lived about 
40 million years ago in Egypt. 

The longest recorded modern 
snake was a 33ft (10m) reticulated 
python shot in Celebes, Indo- 
nesia, in 1912. The heaviest are 


anacondas (Eunectes 
murinus), which can 
weigh as much as 
5001 (227kg). 
Titanoboa was 
discovered in early 
2007 at the University 
of Florida's Museum 
of Natural History 
in Gainesville, when 
graduate students 
unwrapped giant fossil 
vertebra collected 
at the vast Cerrejón 
open-pit coalmine in 
the La Guajira region 


of northeastern Colom- 


bia. Also unearthed were fossils of 
what could have been its dinner: 
a 6ft біп (2m)-long turtle and an 
ancestor of the crocodile. So far, 
the scientists have found about 
180 fossil Titanoboa vertebrae 

and ribs that came from about 28 
individual snakes. They hope to 
go back and find parts of a skull. 
BBC Neus, 4 Feb; [AP] Nature. 
Guardian, Inde- 
pendent, Times, 
Metro, 5 Feb 2009. 


On 15 February, 
10 days after the 
news reports con- 
cerning Titanoboa, 
Columbia Today 
and Caracol Radio 
reported that a 
giant snake was 


terrifying farmers near the swamp 
of Betancí in the north Colombian 
region of Córdoba. It was bigger 
than any they had ever seen: 39ft 
(12m) long and about 8in (20cm) 
thick. 

Around the same time, two photo- 
graphs were circulated on the Inter- 
net as evidence of a giant snake in 
Borneo. They were allegedly taken 
by Sibu, a member of a disaster 
team monitoring flood regions near 
Ulu Rajang on the Baleh River by 
helicopter. The aerial shot, we are 
told, was taken at 5.30pm on 31 Jan- 
uary 2009, above one of the Sungai 
Baleh tributaries. This can't be true, 
as both photographs appear on a 
YouTube video posted on 28 July 
2007 (http://tinyurl.com/ahu4fg). To 
ratchet up our scepticism, this video 
includes several well-known fake 
cryptozoological images. 

The ‘Borneo photographs’ (alleg- 
edly) awakened fears in local villag- 
ers, who identified the swimming 
creature with a legendary 100ft 
(30m) dragon-like, shape-shifting 
sea serpent known as the Nabau. 
Most commentators judge the aerial 
shot to be either a piece of digital 
trickery - or, less convincingly, a log 
or a speedboat. Others complained 
the colour of the river in the photo 
was too dark. The ‘snake’ was said 
to be 100ft (30m) long, but judging 
by the jungle canopy it could be 
much bigger (and therefore even 
more dubious). The second photo- 
graph, from ground level, is equally 
unconvincing. The ‘snake’ looks 
too straight, too well placed in the 
photograph, and just, well, wrong. 
www.cryptomundo.com, LiveScience, 
19 Feb; D.Telegraph, 20 Feb 2009. 


TOP: Artist’s impression of Titanoboa. 


ABOVE: The giant vertebra that prompted 
the search for more evidence, with a 
similar anaconda bone for reference . 


BELOW: The widely distributed picture of 
what is claimed as a monster serpentin a 
Borneo river. 
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MATT PATTINSON 


Our archaeological round-up is brought to you by PAUL DEVEREUX, a founding co-editor of the peer-review Brazil's Agenioa FAPESP (30 Dec 


2008) reports that archaeologists 


Time and Mind: The Journal of Archaeology, Consciousness and Culture (www.bergpublishers.com]. 


SPEAKING STONES 


CM TEN BRINK 


Vardan Tadevosyan (left), an 
Armenian/Spanish historian (and 
occultist, apparently), has been 
making claims of a Stonehenge 
link with the megalithic site of 
Carahunj (above), the so-called 
“speaking stones", 125 miles 
(200km) from the Armenian 
capital of Yerevan. Also known 
as Zorats Karer, the site con- 
sists of over 200 standing 
stones forming an egg shape 
around a Bronze Age tomb and 


COURTESY OF SALISBURY NEWSPAPERS 


MYSTERY MARKINGS 
Archzeologists have uncovered 
what they describe as a "lime- 
stone plaque" near cremated 
bones at a dig at Poulton, near 
Chester. They think it may be 
evidence of a link between 

the site and Stonehenge, far 


to the south. The "plaque" is 
a small object thought to be 
about 4,500 years old and 
engraved with a 

criss-cross linear 

pattern made 

by use of a flint 

tool. A similar 


COURTESY OF CHESTER CHRONICLE 
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four avenues. Some of the 
stones are perforated with what 
are termed "eye-holes". First 
studied by archaeoastronomer 
Elma Parsamian of the Biurakan 
Observatory in the 1980s, the 
site was further investigated by 
Armenian astrophysicist Paris 
Heruni, who, with a team of 
French, German and English 
astronomers, claims the site 
may date back to 5,100 BC. 
Tadevosyan states that the late 


object was discovered near 
Stonehenge in 1969, and flint 
from the Salisbury Plain area 
where Stonehenge stands has 
been found at the Poulton 
site, indicating some sort of 
relationship between the 
two locations. No one 
knows what the pur- 
pose of the object 
might have been, 
archaeological 
director Mike 
Emery (left) admits. "It is conn- 
ected with the dead and may 
be some sort of invocation 
to the gods to look after this 
person in the next life, some 
form of primitive writing or 
could be something abstract 
that just looks pretty." 
Vaguely similar engraved 


astronomer Gerald Hawkins of 
the Smithsonian Astrophysical 
Observatory, Cambridge, supp- 
orted this conclusion. Salisbury 
Journal, 9 Feb 2009. 

While Tadevosyan's claims 
regarding Stonehenge may be 
questionable, it is interesting 
to learn of this major, if little 
known, Armenian site. The term 
"speaking stones" is intriguing, 
too - are lithophones (ringing 
rocks) present there? 


plaques have been found 


| very occasionally elsewhere, 


and are almost always carved 


| from chalk. The cross-hatching 
| pattern is reminiscent of 

| decoration found on "grooved 

| ware" pottery, which is unique 


to Britain and Ireland, though 
apparently almost absent 
from archaeological finds in 


| Cheshire. Chester Chronicle, 


2 Jan 2009. 


EARLY BIRDS 


Regular readers of this column 


| Will know that we occasionally 
| Stray into the fraught area 
| concerning the dating of the 


peopling of the Americas. Two 
pieces of breaking archaeo- 


| logical news demonstrate that 


the confusion only deepens. 


are claiming that human migration 
into the Amazon Basin seemingly 
occurred much earlier than was 
previously thought, while in the 
United States reliable geostrat- 
igraphy at the Topper archaeological 
site on the Savannah River about 
50 miles (80km) inland from the 
Atlantic coast of South Carolina has 
revealed that stone artefacts uncov- 
ered there were found in strata 

now dated to 50,000 (uncalibrated) 
years ago. 

Excavations over the past 20 
years have confirmed the import- 
ance of the Topper site in yielding 
ancient Indian evidence, but this 
latest stratigraphic information (to 
be published in peer-review later 
this year) is “completely crazy", 
science writer K Kris Hirst has pro- 
claimed. "If Topper turns out to be 
50,000 years old, then everything 
we understand about the world 
and its population will have to be 
re-addressed,” she states. Now, 
that's not altogether impossible... 
About.com, 14 Feb 2009. 


DEEP IMPACT: THE 

WAVE THAT DROWNED 
NEW YORK 

Tiny carbon spheres have been 
found within sediments in the 
Hudson River in New York, leading 
scientists to think they probably 
resulted from a meteoric impact 
into the western Atlantic Ocean 
c.2,300 years ago. This conclusion 
is supported by other evidence for a 
tsunami around that period, which, 
if it happened today, would swamp 
parts of Manhattan. New York 
Times, 29 Dec; National Geographic 
News, 31 Dec 2008. 


ABOVE: This grain of the mineral ilmenite 
from Hudson River sediments shows 
evidence of shock, presumably caused by 
a cosmic impact into the western Atlantic 
Ocean around 300 BC. 
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110: AMOK TIME 


(Older Trekkies will recognise this title) 

Although FT233:18 is right to derive the 
term Hysteria from Greek ustera (‘womb’, 

a noun absent from classical and patristic 
Greek, albeit showing up in the modern 
language), we should not follow the Shorter 
Oxford English Dictionary’s (swallowed by FT) 
claim that women are “more liable to it than 
men”. 

Hysteria transcends gender. Also, species. 
Take away the religious mumbo-jumbo, and 
the Gadarene Swine (shown right; Matthew 
8.28, Mark 5.1, Luke 8. 26 & 37) are a perfect 
example. 

Thucydides (History of The Peloponnesian 
War, bk6 ch24), describing the Athenian 
Assembly’s debate on the proposal to invade 
Sicily, was struck by “the passion for the 
enterprise which fell upon everyone alike”. 
His noun Pothos is frequent in highly wrought 
Greek prose and poetic descriptions of 
inexpressible, irrational desire. Doubtless a 
similar sensation overcame Blair, Bush, and 
company, pre-Iraq. 

These were all men: Athenian democracy 
did not extend to the opposite sex. Tacitus’s 
narrative (Annals, bk14 ch29) of the Roman 
invasion of Mona (the Isle of Anglesey) in 
AD60/61 includes “the black-robed women 
with dishevelled hair like Furies, brandish- 
ing torches... This weird spectacle awed the 
Roman soldiers into a sort of paralysis, until 
they urged themselves, and were so urged by 
their general, not to fear a horde of fanatical 
women.” 

“Like Furies” evokes the notorious prem- 
iere of Aeschylus’s eponymous play, when the 
terrifying black-robed sanguineous chorus 
caused fainting and premature births in 
pregnant women - older FT readers will recall 
the busy St John's Ambulance Brigade at per- 
formances of Titus Andronicus. 

А world away from these raving Welsh 
ladies, the African church father Tertullian 
(Apology, ch40) complained: “If the Tiber rises 
as high as the city walls, if the Nile fails to 
irrigate the fields, if the heavens give no rain, 
if there is earthquake or famine or plague, at 
once the cry goes up, The Christians To The 
Lion!” 

Lucian (How To Write History, ch1) 
describes the outbreak at Abdera of a collect- 
ive malady whereby the population suffered a 
week-long fever accompanied by nose-bleed- 
ing, then went mad and ran around singing 
extracts from Euripides’s tragedy Andromeda 
from high summer to winter. Lucian connects 
this with the pop star Archelaus’s crowd-pleas- 
ing performance under a blazing sun - has 
Amy Winehouse had such impact? 


The fourth-century historian Eunapius 
(fr48) repeats this tale, albeit with some 
different details, notably the uncontrollable 
diarrhoea that befell the citizens, leaving 
them feebly intoning the play’s tunes until the 
heat dissolved their noise by burning through 
their ears and melting the vital organs. 

Some dismiss all this as nonsense. Others 
debate whether it is one incident or two: 
how many such outbreaks could there be? 
The satirist Lucian likened it to the plague 
of wannabe historians rushing to celebrate a 
Roman victory - prefiguring modern ‘instant 
histories’. Eunapius, an ardent pagan, appar- 
ently inserts it into an account of some actual 
pestilence. 

Whatever the truth, Lucian’s version 
inspired its own mania in the theatres of 
18th-century England and France, copi- 
ously detailed by Jeffrey Ravel (MIT), ‘The 
Abderitan Folly, Colloque CESAR, June 2006, 
online; the hysterical heptad collected by 
I/D/A Wallace & D Wallechinsky, The Book Of 
Lists 2 (Bantam, New York, 1980, pp430-3) 
includes the European Dancing Mania of 
1374. Why was it the Andromeda rather than 
the Bacche with its cast of raving menads 
that so affected audiences? Impossible to be 
sure, this play surviving only in fragments. 
But Aristophanes (Frogs, vv52-3) has the god 
of theatre Dionysus overcome by a Pothos 
while reading it. The controversial Euripides 
attracted much tabloid gossip: his mother 
was a green-grocer - prefiguring Private Eye's 
‘Grocer Heath’ joke; he lived іп a cave in a 
ménage à trois with wife and secretary who 
ghost-wrote his plays; unpopularity forced his 
emigration to Macedon, where he was eaten 
by dogs. 

Some suspect the Lucian story because 
Abderites were proverbial fools, a regular 
butt in the ancient Philogelos jokebook (see 
my translation, Gieben, Amsterdam, 1983). 
These sceptics overlook the prevalence of 
Abderites in the individual dossiers of fever- 
ish delirium and cognate maladies recorded 
in the Hippocratic Epidemics (ch3), a kind of 
Hellenic Dr Finlay’s Casebook. 

“If something can’t be described any other 
way, it’s ‘mass psychology” — Fort, Books, p852 
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COURTESY OF SCOTT SANDLAN 


TOPFOTO / CHARLES WALKER 


ALAN MURDIE examines some fake spirit p 


hotos and also reveals that ghost stories 


have often circulated in places prior to great finds of treasure. 


photograph purporting to show a ghostly 
Ағ sitting in a chair in a Scottish attic, 
in circulation on the Internet and taken 

up by the Sci-Fi Channel, has been revealed 
as a hoax — by the photographer himself. 
Many may not be surprised at the revelation, 
but since the admission has not so far made 
it beyond the pages and website of the East 
Kilbride News, it is worth mentioning here. 

The picture was claimed to show a ghostly 
girl, and is reminiscent of the figure in a long 
standing fake postcard sold at Hampton Court, 
supposedly revealing the shade of Catherine 
Howard flitting down the Long Gallery. The 
Kilbride photograph was created by Scott 
Sandlan, 28, who simply mixed a photograph 
of a loft with the picture of a Victorian girl and 
declared it a ghost photograph, dubbing it 
laconically, “Ghost child in Attic". Mr Sandlan 
stated: "I only meant it as a laugh to fool 
friends. | always loved horror films and came 
up with the idea after visiting a friend in Aber- 
deen and watching the film The Grudge.” 

After duly duping his friends, Mr Sandlan 
posted his effort on Bebo, whereupon it 
received thousands of hits from curious 
viewers. Catching the attention of the Sci-Fi 
Channel, the producers of a programme 
entitled Children of the Grave took up the 
image as evidence of the beyond. It is 
now included on a DVD and was due to be 
broadcast as a genuine ghost picture on the 
channel in March. Only after this development 
did Mr Sandlan admit his hoax, astonished 
by the interest his picture had engendered. 
“Some people clearly take these things far 
too seriously”, he remarked, adding that he 
did not believe in ghosts. East Kilbride News, 
6 Feb 2009. 


Mr Sandlan is in 
a long tradition of 
purveyors of fake spirit 
photographs. Greatest 
of all deceivers was 
Jean Buguet who was 
prosecuted in Paris 
in 1875 for having 
manufactured hundreds 
of spirit photographs 
to deceive the recently 
bereaved. Even though 
the police had recovered 
masks, fake heads and 
other paraphernalia from 
his studio, and Buguet 
had provided a full 
confession, numerous 
witnesses at the trial 
still took the stand in his 
defence. Despite proof 
of his chicanery, all were 
united in declaring that the pictures of their 
own relatives in spirit form must be genuine. 
The Court remained unimpressed at the 
heartrending displays of naive faith and jailed 
Buguet for a year. (See The History of Spiritual- 
ism by Frank Podmore, 1902). 

After years of sincere efforts in trying to 
capture phantoms on film, in the séance room 
and on ghost investigations, the photographic 
evidence for a spirit world remains hopelessly 
ambiguous. There are scarcely any examples 
that cannot be explained as either natural 
events or the result of purely psychological 
interpretation by the viewer. 

A Society for the Study of Supernormal 
Photographs existed after the end of World 
War I, but achieved little. Another organisation, 


LEFT: The "ghost photo" which was circulated on the 
Internet and reached the Sci-Fi Channel, only to be 
exposed as a hoax by the photographer. 


BELOW: One of the "spirit photographs" produced by 
Jean Buguet, who was prosecuted for fraud in 1875. 


the Bureau for the Investigation of Supernormal 
Photographs, was supported in the early 1980s 
by Cyril Permutt who later wrote Beyond the 
Spectrum — A survey of supernormal photographs 
(1983). Permutt was a convinced spiritualist and 
endorsed as genuine many images, some of 
which appear the most obvious fakes, together 
with others since exposed as hoaxes. To give one 
example, a 1956 photograph supposedly show- 
ing a ghostly priest sitting in a pew at St Mary 
the Virgin Church at Eastry, Kent, and used for 
the cover of Ghosts of Today (1980) by Andrew 
Green was later discovered to be a hoax by the 
vicar. He confessed to Andrew Green that he 

had temporarily seated himself in the pew while 
photographing the spot with a time exposure 
camera. Pers. comm. Andrew Green, 2001. 

Despite Permutt 
building up a large 
collection of anomal- 
ous images, he 
ultimately failed to 
propose any convinc- 

ing theory of how 
psychic impressions 
and apparitions 
could interact with 
film. While a case 
might be made for 
something interfering 
with photographs 
and films taken at 
haunted propert- 
ies, the mists, 
blotches, fogs and 
marks interpreted 
as ghosts do not 
resemble the 
detailed forms 
described by wit- 
nesses of appar- 
itions. As a general 
rule, people who 
see a ghost know that they have had an 
anomalous experience without the need for 
confirmation. With photographic images, people 
often just want to be told that their picture is a 
ghost, to confirm a pre-existing belief. 

This wish to believe could be a variant of 
what Dr Jacques Vallee in his book Dimensions 
(1988) describes as "the lure of the physical"; 
a psychological phenomenon where the reality 
of the paranormal is deemed to have been 
corroborated by the mere existence of a mater- 
ial object or recording, regardless of alternative 
interpretations or actual probative value. 

Of course, it could be maintained, following 
the view of Dr Charles Sampson (1880-1941), 
that without genuine phenomena there could 
be no fakery (Huh? — Ed.). However, this remark 
must be treated with caution, not least because 


— 
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it appears in a book which is a glorious fiction 
masquerading as truth. This was Ghosts of 
the Broads (1931) which has gulled thous- 
ands after being reprinted many times since 
1973, but was exposed in an article by MW 
Burgess — ‘Hoax of the Broads’ in Lantern 
magazine, summer 1982. 

Indeed, the view that apparitions are 
essentially hallucinatory phenomena was 
determined by the Society for Psychical 
Research as far back as the 1890s. The 
recognition of apparitions as closer to 
dreams than physical events also disposes 
of the problem of phantom clothing recently 
discussed in FT — ghostly wearing apparel is 
just as hallucinatory as the apparition itself. 
However, apparitions are a class of hallucinat- 
ion that can be perceived by more than one 
person at a time, and on separate occasions. 
They may also be perceived by other mamm- 
als, such as dogs and horses. In the view of 
this writer, it is no more possible to photo- 
&raph an apparition than it is to photograph a 
dream or a smell. 


DALLINGHOO TREASURE GHOST 
The largest find of Iron Age gold coins in 
Britain for 160 years was made last October 
by a metal detectorist in a field near the 
village of Dallinghoo in Suffolk. A decision 

as to treasure trove status is pending, with 
the precise location of the find being kept 
secret for the moment. Almost all of the 

824 gold staters (top), each weighing just 
over 5g, were minted by royal predecessors 
of Boudicca, the warrior queen of the Iceni 
tribe, between 40 BC and AD 15, most of 
them in the final 25 years of that period. They 
were buried in a plain pottery vessel, poss- 
ibly inside a rectilinear religious compound, 
before AD 20. The hoard is thought to have 
been a votive offering at a time of political 
stress, drought or other natural disaster. The 
Iceni had a tradition of making such offerings: 
at one of their major religious centres, Snetti- 
sham in northern Norfolk, they buried at least 
6616 (30kg) of gold and silver jewellery, also 
within a rectilinear enclosure. The Dallinghoo 
hoard is the most substantial numismatic 
find of the period since 1849, when a farm 
worker unearthed between 800 and 2,000 
&old staters in a field near Milton Keynes. 
Independent, 17 Jan; D.Mail, 19 Jan; East 
Anglian Daily Times, 20 Jan 2009. 

The find revived folkloric accounts of a 
&host guarding a hoard of treasure, recorded 
at the end of the 19th century. Lady Gurdon's 
County Folklore (1893) records: "Beneath a 
post of a high gate in Dallinghoo lies a hidden 
treasure, the ghost of its former owner 
haunts the spot and twelve clergymen have 
unitedly failed to lay the spirit.” Lady Gurdon’s 
source was a Mr Redstone. 

Place legends of spirits guarding treasure 
are a common motif in oral tradition, and 
could represent a dim folk memory of earlier 
activities at a site. For instance, tales of 
&hostly warriors were known at Hockwold Fen 
in Norfolk before the discovery of the Iron Age 
Hockwold hoard in the 1960s (The Folklore of 
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| and flits by without feet. 
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have мр failed to lay wu spirit. 


Ghost stories 
have spread in 
the years before 
treasure finds 


East Anglia by Enid Porter, 1974). Stories of 
ghostly appearances in woodland circulated 
prior to the discovery of the Sutton Hoo ship 
burial in 1939. 

Similarly, at Icklingham in Suffolk, the corner 
of a certain field was traditionally haunted by 
supernatural presences after dusk, before 
stone coffins from a Roman cemetery were 
found in 1871. (West Suffolk Illustrated by 
H Barker, 1903). Another was the gilded man 
of Mold, said to haunt a barrow where armour 
was discovered in 1833, with finds now in the 
British Museum and Chester. The tradition of 
the golden spectre was recorded in 1835 and 
was supposed to have been in circulation for 
at least 25 years, pre-dating the discovery. 
(See The Folklore of Prehistoric Sites of Britain 
by LV Grinsell, 1976). 


Perhaps most remarkable were the treasure 


In years gone by there lived at Dallinghoo a Widow Shaws who 
committed suicide by cutting her throat. She now haunts the lanes 
She has been seen by many, and amongst 
С those whom she has startled is Mrs, H., a thatcher’s wife (mpinformant | 
т this and other Dallinghoo tales). This person is а firm believer in | 
"ghosts, for she hos seen spirits track the footsteps of her children. _ 5 


Boneath a a í post of a high gate in Dallinghoo lies а hidden treasure; 
ghost of i its former owner haunts the spot and twelve clergymen ; 
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dreams concerning Maple 
Durham in Oxfordshire noted 

by Ruth Tongue between the 
1940s and the late 1960s. 
Ruth Tongue averred that the 
dreams occurred sporadically to 
separate individuals approxim- 
ately every 25 or 30 years. The 
dreams recur three times in one 
year to the individual who has 
them. There are bags of money, 
metal bars (probably gold), and 
a pack animal’s leather budget 
bag with thong sides burst on 
one side and showing pieces of jewellery and 
brooches. One witness drew the dreams within 
two hours of an occurrence, and an artist’s 
impression was published in Ruth Tongue’s 
scrapbook of folklore Forgotten Folk-Tales of 
the English Counties (1971). 

Knowledge of the dreams was widespread 
among gypsy communities, who believed that 
the dreams went back to the 1470s. Ruth 
Tongue stated: “We shall have to wait for 
some dream recurrence due in the 1990s 
to indicate to the folklorists some vital hint 
of locality.” It would be interesting to learn if 
anyone had such dreams in the last decade 
of the 20th century. With the number of fort- 
unes disappearing at the moment, dreams of 
treasure may well be coming back in vogue. 

Dallinghoo also deserves mention of 
another curiosity: 25 years ago, the village 
contained Dallinghoo Wield, the smallest 
recognised parish. This existed with no 
church, buildings or inhabitants. Despite a 
popular campaign to save it which went to 
Margaret Thatcher, this charming little anom- 
aly was obliterated by the Boundary Commiss- 
ion in 1984, presumably to save a few drops 
of official ink. (See “Wiped off the map”, East 
Anglian Daily Times, 22 Aug 1984). 
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First UK ice circles photographed 


A frozen winter has brought examples of a rare phenomenon to British rivers 


GRAHAMBLISSETT/SIGNS-AND-WONDERS.COM 


ANTHONY BAGSHAWE 


mong the wonders of 
Nature we include the 
rotating discs of ice that 
are observed from time 
to time in river eddies - too slow 
to be whirlpools - as they begin 
to freeze over. Our first report 
on this impressive and beautiful 
phenomenon was back in 1994 
(FT74:23-27), when we presented 
cases from Ukraine, Canada, 
USA, and Sweden, where one 
on the River Ljusnan measured 
200ft (60m) in diameter. Since 
then, many more recent sightings 
were compiled for a chapter in 
The Rough Guide to Unexplained 
Phenomena (2000 & 2007) by Bob 
Rickard, of this parish, and John 
Michell, including the earliest 
case known to us – a 25ft (7.6m) 
diameter disc in New York - noted 
in Scientific American in 1895. 
What amazed us almost as 
much as the majestically revolv- 
ing discs themselves was that — at 
that time (1994) so little had 
been written about the phenom- 
enon and it was hard to find a 
meteorologist who knew enough 
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It was hard 

to find a 
meteorologist 
to offer an 
explanation 


to discuss it with us or offer an 
explanation. We note, however, 
from good observations, that they 
tend to form in deep bends in 
slow-moving currents, and that 
once a seed of a disc forms it 
grows by accretion as long as its 
momentum prevents it sticking to 
firmer ice. 

These thoughts resurfaced 


recently when, on 14 January, 


TOP: Graham Blissett's picture of an ice disc in the River Otter in Devon on 14 Janua 
ABOVE: Anthony Bagshawe's photo of the phenomenon seen in North Yorkshire's А Ure, su dl 
‚ зиррозеду in October 2004. 


most British newspapers carried 
the same striking image of a large 
ice disc in Devon's River Otter. 

It was spotted by Roy Jefferies, 
of nearby Honiton, on 7 January 
and photographed by his friend 
Graham Blissett. Mr Blissett told 
FT the disc was about 3m (10ft) 
across and about 2m (6ft 7in) 
from the edge of the bank, near 
where a small stream entered the 
river. It revolved completely in 
four minutes and 10 seconds. The 
air temperature was sub-zero and 
the weather had been bitterly 
cold for the previous week. 

Mr Blissett's claim to an 
English photographic first was 
challenged by the appearance in 
the press several days later of an 
English ice disc photographed in 
October 2004 on the River Ure 
in North Yorkshire, according 
to Anthony Bagshawe. We don't 
know the details, but it looks to 
be the same size as or larger than 
the Honiton disc; but Mr Blissett 
has questioned whether the 
weather would be cold enough in 
an English October for large disc 
formation. Another, which formed 
on the River Spey in the Scottish 
Highlands in 2005, was snapped 
by Malcolm Newbould, a profess- 
ional angler. 

The Daily Telegraph website 
added a brief letter from DC 
Rodger of Manchester, who 
observed one in Scotland in the 
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ABOVE: Two photos of smaller ice discs, taken by Martin Phillips beneath some falls on the River Conwy in Snowdonia on New Year's Eve. BELOW: A massive ice disc found by Gósta 
Nilsson in Piteálven in northern Sweden, January 1987. He had seen it form from smaller islands the previous month, to form this huge plate, capable of bearing considerable weight. 


“Му son and 
| saw several 
discs the size of 


dinner plates" 


winter of 2007/8. While visiting 
the Falls of Bruar, near Blair 
Atholl in Perthshire, *my son and 
Isaw several ice discs, the size of 
dinner plates, slowly circling in a 
pool at the side of the Falls.” 

On 17 January, the Telegraph 
carried a picture of the strangest 
variation yet of the phenomenon, 
snapped by Martin Philips on a 
trip, with friends, to the falls in 
the River Conwy, near Betws-y- 
coed in Snowdonia, Wales, on New 
Year's Eve. *There were about 150 
ice discs, 12in to 15in [30-38cm] 
wide in calm water near the foot 
of the falls,” writes Mr Philips. 
“Үре came to the conclusion that 
foam from the falls was freez- 
ing, with eddies forming it into 
circles." Interestingly, the Daily 
Mail website also showed - among 
examples from Canada and 
USA - a Russian disc with lots of 
smaller discs clustered around 
it. Interest had been sparked in 
Canada last year when a six-foot 
(1.8m) ice disc was spotted at 
Sheridan Creek, Mississauga, on 

13 December and Brook Tyler's 
photograph became a big hit on 
the Flickr website. Mention was 
also made of a 15ft (4.6m) ice disc 
in Delta, Ontario, in 2000. 


Although it's rewarding to 
stumble upon a new - or relatively 
little known - phenomenon, it's 
highly likely, given their natural 
occurrence, that ice discs of 
all sizes have formed in slow 
rivers whenever the conditions 
were right. It's not that the phe- 
nomenon sprang into existence 
almost overnight (as did their 
circular cousins in England's 
cereal fields) but rather that more 
people are actually taking note 
of the wonders in their environ- 
ment. (Toronto) National Post, 

18 Dec 2008; D.Mail Online 13 Jan; 
D.Telegraph Online, 13-15 Jan; 

D.Telegraph, 14+16+17 Jan; D.Mail, 
D.Express, Sun, Metro, 14 Jan 2009. 


ABOVE: The six-foot disc which Brook Tyler spotted last year at Sheridan Creek, Mississauga, Canada. 
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n the morning of 19 
January 2009, Helen 
Morris was driving 
across the moors from 
Denshaw near Oldham, Lanca- 
shire, towards the M62, when 
she saw in the middle of the road 
what she thought at first was a 
sheep. She slowed down but the 
animal did not move. As she got 
closer, she saw that it was not a 
sheep, but “а cat-like creature, 
almost like a female lion with a 
long tail. It had huge green eyes, 
a tawny coat and was the size of 
a large dog. It was quite scary." 
The animal, however, was not 
scared of her. “І kept beeping 
my horn to try and get it to move, 
but it was only when I drove right 
up to it that it calmly walked off 
into the moorland." Oldham Eve. 
Chronicle, 20 Jan 2009. 

Two weeks later, another ABC 
appeared in Oldham town centre 
— but this one was black. Lawyer 
Praful Kalyan had parked his car 
in Woodstock Street at about 
9.15am and was near the church 
at Waterloo Street when he saw 
the panther-like animal: “It was 
unmistakable, about a metre and 
a half [bft] above the ground; all 
black, with a long tail." It was a 
freezing day and Praful had his 
head down "trying to avoid slipp- 
ing on the paths. I just looked up 
and saw it, about six or seven 
metres [20—23ft] away, and I 
froze. It had its back to me but 
then turned round and І saw its 
two green eyes." Nor was he the 
only person to see it: "A passing 
Silver car blocked its path, and I 
saw the driver taking a photo on 
his mobile phone, so | took the 
chance to run back to my car." 
There he remained, too scared to 
move, until he saw people walk- 
ing up and down Waterloo Street 
about 15 minutes later, when 
he rang the police. Oldham Eve. 
Chronicle, 6 Feb 2009. 

Two days after Kalyan's scare, 
the Denshaw ABC reappeared. 
Paul Edon had left the M62 and 
was heading towards Oldham. 
The road was banked with snow 
either side, but about a quarter of 
a mile (200m) before Denshaw he 
noticed an animal to his left in a 
snowy field. At first he thought it 
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АВС! 


ALIEN BIG CAT DIARY 


MERRILY HARPUR of the Dorset Big Cat Register and Big 
Cats in Britain presents her bimonthly column of Alien Big 


Cat news, reporting on recent sightings of puma-ike animals, 


both the “black panther” type and the sandy-coloured. 


“| got out of 
bed and made 
a cardboard 
cut-out of what 
I think | saw” 


might be a dog, but then stopped 
his car to get a better look. 

“It was about 35 to 40 feet 
[11-12m] away from me, and 
| watched it for about four min- 
utes,” he said. "I used to work 
at Edinburgh Zoo, so I instantly 
recognised it as a puma." 

It was light brown with a paler 
chest and face, the ears had 
rounded tips and the long tail had 
a darker tip. He estimated it was 
5-6ft (1.5-1.8m) in length and 
about 2—3ft (60-90cm) high. 

"It noticed me and turned its 
head, so | could see its eyes 
were yellow with a green tinge in 
my torch light. It just stood there 
for a couple of seconds, then 
it made a throaty growl which 
seemed to change to a high 
pitch — a sort of howl — and then 
walked on over the field at quite a 
slow pace and disappeared, leav- 
ing prints behind in the snow." 
www. bigcatsinbritain.org 

Sightings of tawny or light 
brown, puma-type ABCs, such as 
Paul and Helen described, are 
very much in the minority: about 


80 per cent of ABC witnesses 
describe jet black animals, a 
coloration seen in leopards but 
not in pumas. Yet, curiously 
enough, Oxfordshire also hosted 
a рита-іуре АВС in February: two 
&reenkeepers at Cherwell Edge 
Golf Course near Chacombe saw 
a sandy-coloured ABC which, 
according to one of them, Danny 
Hastie, "just bundled out of a 
tree about 3ft [90cm] away... | 
never really believed the stories 
about people spotting these 
things,” he said, “but | do now.” 
Banbury Guardian, 12 Feb 2009. 
Another rare, classic puma 
description emerged from Keldy 
Forest, North Yorkshire, the previ- 
ous month. The ABC crossed the 
road only 100ft (30m) in front 
of a driver and her Passenger at 
8pm on 24 January. She wrote: 
“It was sandy coloured with a 
long tail of even breadth, ending 
in an upward curl. It was the size 
of a large dog and sturdy in build, 
but moved fluidly — loping across 
the road. Its legs were not long 
but powerful, ending in flat Paws. 
The most telling action for me 
was when, having crossed the 
road, it did an almost standing 
leap over the grassy verge and 
into the undergrowth... | think it 
was possibly a puma. Whatever 
itis | feel quite privileged to have 
seen it. www. bigcatsinbritain.org 
It was a privilege also 
accorded to Peter Drewett 
(pictured above) who saw a 


“lithe and supple” ABC bounding 
across a field in Banff, Scotland, 
only 65ft (20m) from him — though 
his was the more usual black. "It 
was beautiful, just incredible... | 
couldn't sleep that night, so | got 
out of bed and made a cardboard 
cut-out of what I think | saw." 
http:/tinyurl.com/c4cxnf (Banff- 
shire Journal, 3 Feb 2009). 
Numerous other black АВС5 
have foxed researchers over the 
past two months. Nigel Spencer, 
whose Rutland and Leicester Pan- 
ther Watch has been filing reports 
for 20 years, received an unusu- 
ally tantalising one from Rachel 
Hurford. She has worked as a field 
&uide in Namibia and Botswana 
and wrote: “I have seen numer- 
ous leopards in Africa and can 
recognise them and their spoor 
Very easily." As such she was not 
unduly perturbed to see a black 
one on 14 February at 7.15am 
crossing the road between Brauns- 
ton and Knossington. "| am in no 
doubt that it was a panther,” she 
wrote, "and its spoor could be 
seen in the deep, icy snow.” What 
intrigued Nigel was that this was 
"almost the same place where my 
father first saw a black leopard 
in January 1995 — at the ident- 
ical time, 7.15am. It seems that 
nearly 15 years later there is one 
Still crossing that road. Why are 
certain villages, like Knossington, 
hotspots? There is a key to all 
this, but | haven't found it yet.” 
WWW.bigcats.org.uk 
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How to Get Rich 


Money doesn't grow 
on trees. 

But trees make paper 
And paper makes books, 
And this book could 
make you rich, 

So, hey, maybe money does 
kind of grow on trees. 


if you want to be richer than everyone you know, 
huy How to Get Rich hy Felix Dennis now. 


(p Ebury Press is an imprint of Ebury Publishing, 
cid а division of The Random House Group Ltd. 
PRESS www.randomhouse.co.uk 
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NECROLOG 


FORREST J ACKERMAN 
Affectionately known as 4E, 4SJ, 

Dr Ackula, and Forry, Forrest J 
Ackerman was the ultimate sci- 
ence fiction and horror fan. He 
gathered a collection of 300,000 
movie photos, posters, original 
props, masks, books, magazines, 
and paintings that filled a 17-room 
mansion and three-car garage ("that 
you couldn't fit a toothpick in"). 
Fellow fan Bjo Trimble once found a 
stack of Thrilling Wonder magazines 
in Forry's fridge — between a box 

of chocolate éclairs and a quart of 
milk that had gone sour! 

Many of the rare original movie 
props Forry owned had fortean, 
cryptozoological or UFO connect- 
ions. They included Martian 
war-machine models from George 
Pal’s The War Of The Worlds, the 
foot of the Creature From the Black 
Lagoon, model submarines from 
20,000 Leagues Under The Sea 
and Atlantis The Lost Continent, 
original dinosaur models from the 
1933 King Kong, a piranha from 
Piranha, and an alien head from 
Close Encounters Of The Third Kind. 

Fritz Lang's 1927 silent classic 
Metropolis was Forry's favourite film 
— he had seen it nearly 100 times 
— and he had a life-size recreation 
of the Maria robotrix specially made 
(he would surely have acquired 
the original if only it hadn't been 
destroyed during the bombing of 
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Berlin in WWII). 

Many would covet such an amaz- 
ing collection for themselves, but 
every weekend that he was in town 
Forry opened it, and his home, to 
visitors from around the world. Tens 
of thousands of people from astro- 
nauts to street cleaners visited over 
the decades. 

In 2002, facing large medical 
bills, Forry was forced to sell off 
much of his collection and move 
into a smaller mini-Ackermansion. 
Following his death, the remaining 
prize items are being auctioned, 
starting this April in the Profiles 
іп History's 36th auction of 
Hollywood memorabilia (see 
www.profilesinhistory.com). 

But Forry was much more than 
the world’s ultimate collector. He 


Fan and Mr Fandom. _ : 


started the tradition of the science 
fiction convention masquerade 
when he wore a futuristic costume 
at the first WorldCon (World Science 
Fiction Convention) held in New 
York in 1939. In 1954, he coined 
the term scifi (copied from hi-fi), 
never guessing it would become a 
derogatory nickname for the genre 
he loved. He wrote the world’s 
shortest SF story (entitled “Cosmic 
Report Card: Earth” it consisted of a 
single letter: F). He also named the 
sexy character Vampirella and wrote 
her origin story. Perhaps unsurpris- 
ingly, Forry was also a proponent 

of nudism and a fluent speaker of 
Esperanto. He was 
also the literary 
agent for many 
writers, including AE 
Van Vogt and Ray 
Bradbury. 

In addition to 
writing and editing 
numerous books, 
Forry wrote and 
edited (1958-83) 
190 issues of the 
influential, pun-filled 
Famous Monsters 
Of Filmland, the 
magazine which 
inspired directors Steven Spielberg, 
George Lucas, Peter Jackson, Joe 
Dante, and Jon Landis. The young 
Stephen King’s first story was pub- 
lished in an early issue. 

Forry made cameo appearances 
in more than 50 horror and sci-fi 
films: he was the Earth president 
in Amazon Women On The Moon, 

a fidgety juror in Kentucky Fried 
Movie, a judge in Nudist Colony of 


WE DARE YOU TO. 
ЖЕАР АВТ THE 


LEFT: Forrest J Ackerman with wife Wen- 
dayne at the 1970 World Science Fiction 
Convention in Heidelberg, Germany. 
BOTTOM: Forry in the Ackermansion in 
Los Angeles, California. 


owner Dick Miller in The Howling, 
and even sat behind Michael Jack- 
son and his girlfriend in the cinema 
scene at the beginning of the 
"Thriller" music video. 

In 1991, when he was guest of 
honour at the New Zealand National 
Science Fiction convention, | intro- 
duced Forry to director Peter Jack- 
son, who was working on his gory 
horror-comedy Braindead. Scenes 

with Forry were shot at 
Wellington zoo and 
seamlessly edited 
into the footage 
of the Sumatran 
rat monkey attack 
filmed a year later 
during the main 
shoot. (Forry played 
a photographer 
gleefully taking 
pictures.) 

Forry's persona - 
and generosity - is 
illustrated by his 
bringing a suitcase 
full of free badges and key rings to 
hand out; he also hand-washed his 
Socks to save the convention organ- 
isers money on the hotel laundry 
charges! 

A dozen fans saw Forry off from 
Auckland airport for his return 
trip. When the woman attendant 
commented on the large number of 
people, Forry majestically swept an 
arm at us and laconically remarked, 
"They're all my illegitimate children"; 
grinning his trademark Cheshire Cat 
smile. 

And, in a way, we really were all 
Forry's children. 
Forrest James Ackerman, collector/wite/ 
les 24 Nov 1916; died Los Angeles 4 Dec 
2008, aged 92. (He survived his wife. 
Wendayne, née Wahrman, who passed 
away іп 1990 after a year of Il health 05 
a result of being mugged in Italy). 
Peter Hassall 


Additional notes 
Ackerman, the son of a statistic 
ian for an oil company, saw his 


R MORE STRANGE 


OF FILMLAND 


first science fiction film in 1922: 
One Glorious Day, the story of 

a disembodied spirit that takes 
over the soul of a tired professor, 
played by Will Rogers. During World 
War П, he edited an army news- 
paper at Fort MacArthur, near Los 
Angeles, and afterwards started 

a literary agency that eventually 
represented, by his count, 200 
writers, including (besides Van 
Vogt and Bradbury) HP Lovecraft, 
Hugo Gernsback, Isaac Asimov, 
and L Ron Hubbard. At Ackerman's 
induction into the Horror Hall of 
Fame in 1990, the actor Robert 
Englund (aka the serial killer Freddy 
Krueger in the Nightmare on Elm 
Street films) introduced him as 
"the Hugh Hefner of Horror". 

The exhibits in the Ackerman- 
sion (in “Horrorwood, Karloffornia") 
included a monocle worn by Fritz 
Lang and the ring worn by Bela 
Lugosi playing Dracula in Abbott 
and Costello Meet Frankenstein 
(1948). A prop casket from a 
Frankenstein film served as a 
coffin table and the pterodactyl 
from King Kong hung from a ceil- 
ing. He wrote soft porn and bad 
pulp under many pseudonyms; 
calling himself Laurajean Ermayne, 
he produced stories for an under- 
the-counter lesbian magazine 
called Vice Versa. 

His middle initial J always 
appeared without a full stop, 
which inspired Homer Simpson's 
creators; Homer's middle initial J 
Stands for nothing. 

TURN TO PAGE 63 TO WIN A COPY 
OF THE FORREST J ACKERMAN 
FAMOUS MONSTER DVD. 


Strange deaths 


UNUSUAL WAYS OF SHUFFLING OFF THIS MORTAL COIL 


A NEW DELHI LABOURER SURVIVED BEING HIT BY A 
bus, only to be fatally run over by a second bus 
20 minutes later. Raj Kumar, 38, was on his way 
to work on New Year's Eve when a bus hit him 
from behind. Local residents took the injured 
man to the hospital inside a three-wheeler taxi. 
Before they reached the hospital, however, Mr 
Kumar said he felt fine and jumped out of the 
vehicle to cross the road – 

but another bus hit him 
and he died on the 
spot. Both vehicles 
were Blueline buses, 
infamous for run- 
ning red lights and 
speeding through the 
city's free-for- 

all traffic. The 
Hindustan Times 
said Blueline 
buses caused 118 
deaths in 2008. 
[PA] 1 Jan; (Sydney) 
D.Telegraph, 2 Jan 
2009. 


DAVID LIBIN, 65, 
choked to death on a 
chicken kebab because his 

“uncomfortable” new false 

teeth could not chew through the meat, an 
inquest heard. He had been drinking before buying 
the food in Brighton last October. “I used to tell 
him eating meat would kill him," said his vegetar- 
ian mother Beryl, 84. Metro, 16 Jan 2009. 


IAN BOTTOMLEY, 52, A METALLURGIST AND A 
father-of-two from Preston, Lancashire, was 
riding his motorbike on the A683 near Lancaster 
last May when a pheasant struck his crash 
helmet. He swerved into an embankment, was 
thrown from his bike and killed. “Тһе pheasant 
was pointed out to us by other members of 

the public," PC Rachel Killinger, the first police 
officer at the scene, told a Preston Inquest. 
“Тһеге were feathers around Mr Bottomley 

and certainly some on his helmet." His widow 
called it a ^million-to-one accident". Manchester 
Evening News, 3 Nov; Sun, 4 Nov 2008. 


GABRIELA ASCARRUNZ, A 35-YEAR-OLD BOLIVIAN 
veterinarian, died on 7 February from an injection 
of urine allegedly administered by her friend, 


fashion designer Monica Schultz, as a form of 
health therapy. Local newspapers reported that 
Schultz, who is known across Bolivia for her cloth- 
ing lines, is a practitioner of urine therapy — a 
form of alternative medicine using human pee for 
cosmetic purposes or to treat various diseases. 
Some people rub it on their skin, while others 
inject or drink it. Sceptical scientists say there is 
no evidence the therapy works and 
that chemicals in urine 
could be toxic. An 
arrest warrant was 
issued for Schultz, 
who proclaimed 
her innocence from 
the United States, 
where she was pro- 
moting a new collec- 
tion. Alfredo Romero, 
director of the Incor 
clinic in the eastern 
province of Santa 
Cruz, said Ascarrunz 
was admitted on 5 Feb- 
ruary in a serious condi- 
tion, to have surgery for 
an intestinal obstruction. 
The alleged fatal injec- 
tion came two days later while 
she was in intensive care. The urine was appar- 
ently administered into serum that Ascarrunz was 
receiving intravenously. [AP] 10 Feb 2009. 


TROUBLED MILAN FABAC, 83, FELL IN LOVE WITH 
a tree - and shot himself dead after it was cut 
down in Zlatar, Croatia. Sun, 21 Aug 2008. 


A 62-YEAR-OLD MAN APPEARED TO HAVE DIED 

of carbon monoxide poisoning after a chimney 

of his house in Sandwich, Massachusetts, was 
clogged by a dead raccoon. Police found his body 
on 21 December following a call from a con- 
cerned neighbour. A fire official found a carbon 
monoxide level of 1,100 parts per million, an 
extremely high reading. The raccoon apparently 
died after crawling into the furnace exhaust. [UPI] 
22 Dec 2008. 


SUNBATHER JAMIE WARD, 32, WAS KILLED WHEN 
he was impaled in the head by a pool umbrella 
which had broken loose and been blown 
towards him in Leland, North Carolina. Sun, 

14 Aug 2008. 
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the UFO files. 


DAVE WILD 


THE AURORA FILES 

The release by The National Archives 
(TNA) of a third collection of Ministry of 
Defence UFO files has resurrected the 
curious Aurora spyplane saga. From 
the late 1980s, the press was buzzing 
with rumours about a stealthy, triang- 
ular, cutting-edge aircraft which some 
experts believed was an advanced US 
‘black project’. Codenamed Aurora, 
the spyplane was alleged to be cap- 
able of hypersonic speed and alleged 
sightings frequently made headlines 

in UFO magazines and Jane's Defence 
Weekly. But the US Defense Depart- 
ment always denied such a project 
existed and two decades have passed 
without any real evidence that it ever 
did. The MoD UFO papers released 

in March show just how easily the 
intelligence services can accept such 
exciting speculation as fact. Staff at 
0155, the branch of the MoD respons- 
ible for assessing UFO reports, clearly 
did think it was likely the Americans were 
test-flying black projects over the UK during 


submitted to the MoD in 1990 appears to 
show a diamond-shaped UFO buzzed by a 
Harrier jet as it hovered at Calvine, near 
Pitlochry in Scotland. Detailed line drawings 
taken from the photos were scrutinised by 
experts, who could not identify the 'object' 
or trace the Harrier. But little effort seems to 
have been put into checking the authenticity 
of the details supplied by the photographer. 
As a result, this report was added to a list of 


(see FT199:30—31; 218:31), that helped to 
convince some of the more imaginative MoD 
staff that someone was flying an unidentified 
Stealthy craft over the UK. As the WMD farce 
proved, the spooks can be, and often are, 
fooled by faulty intelligence — especially when 
they want to believe something is true. 

The latest TNA release also contains 
some intriguing papers concerning the death 
of USAF pilot William Schaffner during an 
exercise with the RAF in 1970 that some con- 
Spiracy theorists tried to link with UFOs (see 
FT194:34). 

Seven newly-released files, containing 
some 2,000 pages of MoD records covering 
UFO sightings during the years 1987-1993, 
can be downloaded free of charge (until 
20 April) from http:/tinyurl.com/4x4g7a 
(National Archives). 


the 1990s. One intriguing set of colour photos 


others including the notorious Cosford incident 


MORE DISCLOSURES 

In February, the MoD updated its website 
with brief details of 285 UFO sightings logged 
by their ‘UFO desk’ during 2008. This total 
is more than double the number recorded 

in 2007 and the highest since 1988, when 
397 reports were logged. But a brief perusal 
of the list reveals the perceived increase in 
numbers reflects increased public awareness 
of UFOs rather than more sightings. All were 
simply filed away rather than investigated, 
and the majority can be classified as Thai 
lanterns, aircraft, birds reflecting streetlights 
or meteors. An increase in numbers during 
the summer months can be traced to the 
silly season campaign launched by the Sun 
in June last year (FT239:30). Since then, the 
tabloid has uncritically proclaimed any sight- 
ing of a light in the sky or fuzzy photograph 
submitted by readers as evidence of an 
imminent alien invasion. Add to this the hype 
generated by the ongoing release of files at 
TNA and the Channel 5 TV series Britain’s 
Closest Encounters, broadcast last summer, 
and, hey presto, we have a media-created 
"UFO flap". Meanwhile, Britain's policy of 
openness concerning UFO records has had 

a knock-on effect elsewhere. In January, the 
Royal Danish Air Force opened its archive 

of reports to the public via a Website which 
allows access to some 15,000 reports 
covering 30 years - so far, unfortunately, 

only available in Danish. And across the. 
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FORTEAN TIMES presents our monthly section featuring regular sighting 
reports, reviews of classic cases, entries on major ufological topics and 
hands-on advice for UFO investigators. The UFO Files will benefit from your 
input, so don't hesitate to submit your suggestions and questions. 


LEFT: A “UFO Solar" balloon in action. 


Atlantic, the Canadians have begun 
uploading UFO reports from their 
archive — previously only available 

on microfilm — onto a website that 
allows visitors to search by keyword. 
Sun, 5 Feb 2009; http:/'tinyurl.com/ 
cd4r6m (MoD); Danish UFO archive: 
http:/tinyurl.com/cp98qk; Canadian 
UFO archive: http:/tinyurl.com/69x7yf. 


WHAT'S UP? 

The recent surge in UK UFO reports 
has highlighted a basic ufological 
tenet: people haven’t a clue what 
can appear in the sky above them. 
Thus, when the UK is in the grip of a 
UFO wave, any aerial oddity becomes 
newsworthy, more so if it appears on 
film. Such was the case with footage 
of an object seen at Brean, Somerset, 
in July 2008, sent anonymously to 


| а news website. The film is indeed most 

; unusual, showing a long, dark cylinder rising 
; and falling for over 10 minutes at altitude. 

; The usual crop of ufologists immediately 

: rushed to its defence, Malcolm Robinson, 

| of Strange Phenomena Investigations, claim- 
} Ing “[R]esearch has shown that it is totally 

| consistent with other UFO sightings, none of 
| Which [has] been [a hoax] or naturally-occur- 
| ring [рһепотепоп].” Unfortunately, research 
: Бу proclamation is why ufology is not taken 

; Seriously, and it was left to Somerset UFO 

; researcher Robert Moore to investigate the 


ikely cause of the sighting. The Brean area 
S well known for wind-based activities such 
as kite-flying. The object wasn't a kite, but 
Robert recalled cylindrical balloons marketed 


: as 'UFO Solar', and everything began to 

: make sense. The Brean ‘UFO’ exhibited the 

: appearance and flight characteristics of a 

| UFO Solar’: long, cylindrical, dark coloured, 

| rising and falling with changes in air tem- 

: perature. The balloons are still available from 
} Argos and can even be made at home, as 

| Robert demonstrated in a video on his web 

| site. Of course it is not 100 per cent certain 

: Robert has solved the case, but when all the 
; facts fit and there is no other likely explana- 
lion, good ufologists know when to draw a 

: line under an investigation and move on. 

} http:/tinyurl.com/ebqveu (D.Telegraph, 12 Feb 
_ 2009); http:/tinyurl.com/cz5wic (Robert 

* Moore's photos on Facebook) 


WAVE FORM ANALYSIS: PART ONE 


researchers have 
| | FO long been fascinated 
by the way sightings 


concentrate in short bursts of activity, 
often known as waves. By analysing 
these patterns, they hope to understand 
what lies behind the mystery. 

Waves come in a variety of types. 
Some have origins that are easily pin- 
pointed, such as that of summer 2008 
(see FT240:33) where the flap owed 
much to promotion by the Sun news- 
paper. Publicity fuels reports from other 
witnesses, who are encouraged to come 
forward and given a platform to describe 
what they have seen. 

Another kind of wave focused on 
Warminster, Wiltshire, in the 1960s 
and Bonnybridge, Scotland, in the early 
1990s. In these cases, single events 
created the belief that these areas 
were special, focused on individuals or 
groups of people investigating the sight- 
ings — in these two instances, a local 
journalist and a town councillor. 

However, the most intriguing kind 
of wave is only recognised after it is 
over, when reports are collated and a pattern 
emerges that nobody spotted at the time. 

This year marks the 25th anniversary of just 
such a wave, which struck in April 1984 and 
concentrated a series of "high strangeness" 
encounters into a couple of weeks. It was 
months before all the reports filtered through 
the UFO communication channels, and only 
recently that we received a rich new source 
thanks to the publication of Ministry of Defence 
UFO archives. These contain events not made 
public in 1984 but reported to the civil aviation 
authority, local police and so on. 

I have drawn on all these sources to paint a 
picture of this intriguing wave and to illustrate 
the kind of retrospective research now poss- 
ible using these expanded resources. 


First reports 

Just before midnight on 14—15 April 1984, the 
first big case occurred in North Wales, near the 
remote village of Gwytherin. Several farmers 
out lambing observed something brilliant cross 
the Snowdonia landscape and float over their 
fields. The orange-pink globe descended into 

a field at Cwm Canol. Meanwhile, just north at 
Foel Catha, a farmer's wife and her son saw 

a fluorescent purple sphere explode into a 
shower of sparks over the same area and a 
white disc emerge and land. 

These sightings spanned five minutes and 
there were other witnesses, including a scout 
troop from Staffordshire camped nearby (who 
were, allegedly, later intimidated into silence). 
Inhabitants of the larger village of Llangernyw, 
four miles (6.4km) north, also reported sight- 
ings. Living there was UFO researcher Margaret 
Fry, who missed the sightings but could hardly 
miss the huge army helicopter that landed 
outside her cottage at dawn. It dispatched an 
officer to the village police station before taking 


WITNESS SKETCH OF 

AN OBJECT SEEN OVER 
THE BEACH AT SALTFLEET, 
22 APRIL 1984 


An orange-pink : 
globe landed | 
in a field in a 
Welsh village 


off again and spending the day ferrying soldiers 
to the area around Gwytherin. Trucks and 
police cars were also involved, and farm work- 
ers to the south who witnessed the search 
throughout 15 April say they were told that 

the Army was looking for "spent flares" — the 
apparent source of the lights. Perhaps so, but 
as one farmer asked: why such a fuss over a 
few flares? There had been no military pres- 
ence at the time the UFOs were seen, but now 
they were purposefully scouring the area. 


Close Encounters 

Later that same day, an earthquake struck 
Wales (centring on Powys), and almost 

exactly 24 hours after the Gwytherin lights FT 
contributors Janet and Colin Bord reported a 
white light below the Moon as they drove near 
their border home. It flew into a cloud and 
never emerged. 

Two hours later, at 2.06am on the 16th, a 
new report (made to the MoD from Dartmoor 
in Devon) described a large cylindrical object, 
alternating in colour between white and amber, 
seen over Princetown for a quarter of an hour. 

Similar lights were regularly reported over 
the next few days; for instance, in another 
account recently released to Kent police, 
an oil executive and his family from Bromley 
described two large, silvery dishdike objects 


with a criss-cross pattern on the 
sides hovering near their mansion. 
Then, at 9.30pm on the 18th, 
a scientist and her husband were 
driving past the USAF/RAF base at 
Lakenheath, Suffolk, when they saw 
a huge silent object the size of a 
football field and covered with red, 
white and green lights hovering over 
the road. An apparently suicidal deer 
was standing in the road, ignoring 
their car and staring up at the sight. 

This was just hours before another 
major close encounter a few miles 
away (see FT238:28-29) involving 
several air traffic controllers who 
spotted a crinkly, silver-foiHike object 
touching down in broad daylight on 
one of their runways, nearly creat- 
ing a traffic conflict with an inbound 
aircraft. 

Already this wave was creating 
some of the most fascinating sight- 
ings of the year, and on 22 April 
yet another extraordinary close 
encounter was reported at a location 
readers will recognise from the recent 

wind farm saga described in FT246-247. The 
drama played out on the beaches at Saltfleet, 
Lincolnshire, a little over a mile from the 
infamous Fen Farm turbine. A family of four 
holidaymakers in two caravans watched for an 
hour as a huge object, encircled by a mass 
of red, green and white lights and appearing 
to have a domed saucer shape, flew large 
circuits over the North Sea and the beach. It 
shone down a brilliant searchlight, lighting up 
the sea and sand and setting every dog bark- 
ing for seemingly miles around. 

The two women in the party went to the van 
for their coats and found their own dogs star- 
ing out in fear towards the object. After ventur- 
ing onto the beach in the dark, one of the 
women was temporarily blinded as she looked 
at the lights through binoculars. The object 
descended to an estimated 30m (100ft) and 
then hovered directly overhead, in complete 
silence, with the beam shining right down 
on them. Then the light dimmed, affording a 
spectacular close-up view of the saucer, which 
seemed to have a smoky glass top and a ring 
of rotating lights. These suddenly switched off 
and it climbed straight up and headed out to 
sea. These latter phases were also witnessed 
by a couple arriving back at their beachside 
bungalow carrying a young baby, the infant 
staring transfixed at the dazzling light show. 
Inside their house, these new arrivals also 
discovered that their two dogs were prowling 
uneasily in a way they had not seen before. 

In an independent report made much later, 
a sighting of what seemed to be two jet fight- 
ers with afterburners glowing was logged near 
Grimsby. The military fighters were heading 
towards the Saltfleet coast — precisely where 
the hovering object had, just moments earlier, 
appeared above the two women. 


To be continued... 


Ет248 


www.forteantimes.com 


JEROME CLARK has 


ne day in early 1833,a 

native chief approached 

two Western missionaries 

working on the Indone- 

sian island of Sumatra to 

relate a bizarre experi- 
ence. The chief, Tam Basar by name, swore 
that he and a companion had seen a 
snake flying through the air. Fearing that 
it was dangerous, they killed it when it 
landed near them. When the missionaries 
expressed incredulity, the chief insisted 
that he was telling the truth. He added 
that the snake, 4ft (1.2m) long, had no 
wings, which to the listeners only made 
the story more far-fetched. 

А year later, in January 1834, one of 
those missionaries, NM Ward, happened 
to be walking through a forest near the 
Pedang-Bessie River, a mile or so (1.6km) 
from the location where the flying snake 
had allegedly appeared. He and a com- 
panion stopped to study a particularly 
tall tree. Looking up, they were stunned 
to see a flying snake, exactly as described 
by the native informant. Four feet long 
and wingless, it was moving rapidly 
through the air from the tree they were 
standing under to another about 240ft 
(73m) away. 

“Thus,” Ward wrote in the Missionary 
Herald of March 1841, *was I convinced of 
2 the existence of flying serpents; and, on 
SUE inquiry, I found some of the natives, accus- 
Tu tomed to the forest, aware of the fact." 

Ward went on to write that Dutch 
naturalists working in the area didn't 
believe him, any more than he had 
believed Tam Basar. The sceptics, however, 
were wrong. There are five species of 
"flying" snakes in South and Southeast- 
ern Asia; flying is in quotes because the 
creatures are actually gliding or para- 
chuting. Herpetologists do not dispute 
their existence, and many photographs, 

films, and videos exist, as do collected 
specimens. What Ward saw, in other 
words, was nothing otherworldly. 
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a taste for the most hopelessly extreme anomalous claims. 


Here, he delves into some outrageous reports contained in 19th-century 
American newspapers concerning giant flying snakes. All illustrations ALEX TOMLINSON. 


AJ ENORMOUS, YELLOW: 
STRIPED SERPENT, AS BIG 
AS A TELEGRAPH POLE, WAS 
SEEN IN THE TEXAS SITES 


The Flying Buske 11 South Caroliua 


E Bartavitte Cacrespon tones Chart ston Чета « words of the B onham En иегр rise. That 
А Седов RR у would have been remarkable enough, 
©|Nowman-swamp by а Mr Odom on except that this was floating in a cloud 
| Sunday afterucou, say at 6 o'clock heading in an easterly direction. The 
га "We ig nod ton мет: 3o this witnesses “could see it coil itself up, turn 
"place ator, зау al 7 Фос К on, Over. : 
е Game day, исе som Dy Me | ver, and thrust forward its huge head as 


Нвогу Polson, за Cbostorüeld conn ' 


ty, twelve milas north of hora Mr | manceuvres of a genuine snake”. 
Poison says “The monsier was iow 


PN са abore ШЫ eiue ul. At Fort Scott, Kansas, not long after- 
| ис hend thrown back in n postion wards, at mid-morning on the 26th of the 
: та npe and de и floating | Same month, two persons, unnamed but 
rongt the atmoaphora lougth wien "| i “reli ies” willi 
Сирене ве $ "PP s Я peut described as "reliable parties willing to 
long and about 8 to IQinchos Hitongh w^ swear to it by affidavit, reported seeing 
at tho largest part {nthe engage | < afhuge serpent, apparently perfect in 


of Ме Polson, “bo do not aay it was form” enci 
- à ncir 
e e be Mota Ы ircle the Sun. It was clearly 


/ if striking at something, displaying the 


за тире visible for a short time, then vanished 
Lovor saw, aod Во believes it was a from sight. 
| inalo y ters aro all kinds of opin The New York Times took note of the 
9 what 100 monstercouldbe | ^ € two stories; i iti 

Kary ote. in: ыы. ы иа Cn In successive editions on 6 
Most 18 giving out ай opinion, but В July. It called the Bonham sight- 


tho most. orginal explan tonis from | ing “the very worst iri 
| 1 H case of delirium tre- 
| шу friend, Wilham J Johnson, д 


mens on record”. In the following edition. 
in Stm sre the doen eng al. 7 "rne the Kansas report in the wake of 
ашама, А to б aftar Ben! Ше equally implausible one from Texas, 
ilman an wr tant bil Mee an editorial writer 5 : "It wi 
өз ; puttered: *Tt will soon 
» | © = элүүнү, е 24 Е Бе time for a national prohibitory liquor 
| мео 1n seyernl townain North Сага. law, if this sort of thing is to continue.” 
4 linn $ | Or this: 
Ty E i 
i. 5.3 VEA. In late July or early August 1887, near 
oe Bedford, some kind of flying creature 
appeared in the Iowa sky. Only one of 
But what about this? the Supposed witnesses — Lee Corder - is 
In June 1873, a farmer identit mentioned by name. When Corder noticed 
Mr Hardin, who lived KOH Sie it, he first took it to be a buzzard, but as 
of Bonham, Texas, observed, it descended, he grew less confident in 


along with i 
: + t ificati : 
workers іп nearby fields, ап "enormous ~ identification, and in due course he 


becam í Е А 
serpent... as large and long as a tele € certain that it was nothing he had 
4 graph e Se 
pole... of a yellow striped colour. in the Bare ice ce О 
study the details, 


the contours of a great writhing serpent, as 
much as 1ft (30cm) wide, with glistening 
scales anda forked tongue filled his vision. 
When it landed with a thud in a cornfield, 
nobody was inclined to take a closer look. 
Apparently, it slithered off via a more 
conventional mode of locomotion, since the 
Bedford Times-Independent account men- 1800s, and not just in America. In earlier 
tions nothing about the snake's ascension. centuries, these things were called drag- 
Or this: | : ons, the subject of a body of international 
The late historian Mari Sandoz wrotein ` folklore, mythology, and even (sometimes) 
her Love Song to the Plains (1966): “Back in sighting reports. Another surviving rem- 
the hard times of 1857-58 there were stories nant of the dragon tradition can be found 
of a flying serpent that hovered over a Miss- in a long-forgotten genre once called the 
ouri River steamboat slowing for a landing. “snake story”. “Snake stories” were a kind 
It was like a great undulating serpent, in of shorthand for “preposterous tall tales 
and out of the lowering clouds, breathing from a rural district”. 
fire, it seemed, with lighted streaks around To understand how improbable snake 
the sides.” She quotes a period ballad: stories were, consider that the largest docu- 
mented snakes are reticulated pythons, 
which make their home in Southeast Asian 


the fragile, yellowed pages of a mid-19th- 
century frontier newspaper. 


SNARE STORIES 
There’s no question that sky serpents, if not 


as ubiquitous as sea serpents, were present 
-іп print anyway – in the America of the 


“Twas a dark night in Sixty-six 


e we was tanin steel jungles. The longest measure 30ft (9m). 
iae a flyin engine come Possibly, very rare and undocumented spec- 
ithout no wing or wheel. imens may grow a little longer than that, 


but probably not by much. And if so, they 
live in places human beings rarely enter. 

Any account of an American snake 
alleged to be more than 6-7ft (1.8-2.1m) 
long is suspect. Yet old newspapers are 
crowded with accounts that strain belief. 
Some random examples: 


"It came a-roarin’ in the sky, 
With lights along the side... 
And scales like a serpent’s hide.” 


A word of caution: Over the years, Ihave 
sought independent verification for these 
claims, both the flying-serpent sightings 
and the folk song they are said to have 
inspired. I have had no success. Even the 
deeply informed Nebraska historian and 
folklorist Roger Welsch has never heard of 
either. Iam willing to believe that Sandoz, 
who was a respected writer in her time 
(best known for Cheyenne Autumn, on 
which John Ford’s 1964 film of the same 

name was based), did not make this up, but 
unhelpfully, she provides no source cita- 
tions. Perhaps they will show up one day in 


29 A serpent estimated by some to be 
100ft (30m) in length frightened people in 


the Upper Sandusky, Ohio, from the 1850s 
into the 1890s. 


@ A28ft (8.5m) snake made appearances 
through the 1870s into the early 1880s near 
Milk Creek, Maryland. 


E The trail of an immense, unseen ser- 
pent, discovered by fishermen in Maine's 


Chain of Lakes in 1882, indicated that the 
creature was 90ft (27m) long and weighed 
30 tons. 


39 A snake 40ft (12m) long was observed 
near Muncie, Indiana, as it crashed through 
fence rails one day in August 1895. 


Another modern dragon was the water 
monster (reports continue, of course, but in 
significantly reduced numbers and places), 
One celebrated variety was the sea serpent, 
reports of which thrilled and intrigued 
newspaper readers and sparked furious 
debates among scientists. If you were to 
credit the papers of the time, you'd have 
to accept that a significant percentage of 
North America's lakes and rivers housed | 
giant serpent-like reptiles. It is curious, 
however, that lake monster stories were 
so recurrent that, far from always being 
treated as sensational news, they were 
just as often mentioned with disarming 
casualness, sometimes merely as a passing 

sentence or two in a local-items column. 
Some of the tales, on the other hand, are so 
outlandish that it's doubtful they were ever 
meant to be believed. 


SERPENTS ІМ 
TRE SRY 


But let us return to the more or less classic 
dragons of 19th-century America: the ones 
that flew, with or without wings. In honour 
of their marine counterparts, we'll call 
them sky serpents, though not all of them 
were serpents. Consider this tale, credited 
to lumberjacks Thomas Camp and Joseph 
Howard. The two were cutting wood five 
miles (8km) northeast of Hurleton, Califor- 
ша, at 4 pm on 10 March 1882, when events 
took a decidedly odd turn. The Gridley 


d Times-Independent of 

isst week tells a remarksble story about 

а flying serpent, claimed 10 have been 

зеп by a gentieman named Corder liv- 
ing near that place. Mr. Corder says - 
when first seen it resembled а buzzard, 
but as it drew. nearer its appearance waa 

. Gifferent from any flying animal he 
hed ever seen. Ав it descended lower 


Herald quotes their testimony from a letter 
they wrote to the newspaper: 

*We were startled by the sound of many 
wings flapping in the air. Looking up, we 
perceived passing over our head, not a 
more than 40ft [12m] above the tree tops, 2. 
a creature that looked something like a 
crocodile. It was, to the best of our judg- 
ment, not less than 18ft [5.5m] in length, 


and would measure 2ft [61cm] acrossthe `- and its outline became more distinct, it 
body from the head to the ќай, a distance 2 uw the form of a great serpent, writh- 
: ig and twisting, with protruding eyes 


of probably 12ft [3.6m]. The tail was 

about 4ft [1.2m] long, and tapered from 
the body to a point probably 8in [20cm] 
wide. The head was in the neighbourhood 
of 2ft in length and the jaws (for its mouth 
was open) could not have been less than 
16in [41cm] long. On each side of the body, 


between the head and the tail were six лкен коо the Heid ta шаг or] 
wings, each projecting between 18in 2 anti was Aoc d E н. о 
[46cm] or 2ft [61cm] from the body. As ^ mélésted. Many theories hnve been ad- | 
near as we could see, these wings were vocated вз to the probable wativity of the 
about 15in [38cm] broad and appeared imeect but поле appear plausible. Тһе 
to be formed similar to a duck's foot. , Times slso adds: *"Perbaps vur readers 


апд forked tongue, Great senles, which 

glistened in the sunlight, covered ita 

hage body, which appeared to be flat 
с апа nearly а toot in width. While they 
were gazing at it with awe and astonish: | 


distant, with a dull thad. ` Those who . 
Baw it were so frightened that. they dil 


On the other part of the body we counted 4 Will be inclined to doubt the truth of | 


12 feet, six on а side.” за this story, butifany such will call on 

When Howard fired a shotgun round, E ге oe ated Mna oe а 
the pellets rattled as if they had struck е-е Aitirinsed ог Ла tedi Е + кеу. 
sheet iron. The creature itself uttered of unimpeachable « t 
a *cry similar to that of a calf and bear 5 
combined but gave no sign of being 
inconvenienced or injured". A *number of 
Chinamen" also allegedly saw the thing. 
The Herald concluded the account with a 
statement affirming that Campbell and 
Howard were “reliable men” who should be 
taken at their word. 

Another story from 1882 California, 
however, reduces the flying crocodile to 
no more than a modestly curious diversion 
from the usual. In early February, the 
Los Angeles Times related “one of the most 
startling snake stories... told in these parts 


for some time”, crediting it to “the engi- 
neer and fireman who came in last night 
on the Southern Pacific express”. Their 
testimony was “corroborated by the passen- 
gers”. That testimony recounts something 
like a scene from a 1950s monster movie. 
As the train passed Dos Palms (now a 
nature preserve in the Mojave Desert in 
extreme south-central California), the 
driver’s gaze turned to the east. There, 
what appeared to be a column of sand 


ient, it landéd-in a cornfield. a few.rods. >: 


blowing in the wind was heading slowly К 
westward, not far from the railroad track. 5 
It was clear that it and the train would soon E 
cross paths. As they got closer to each other, D 
the cause proved to be nothing as prosaic aS 
as a dust devil. It was a huge serpent, E 
positioned vertically with its tail dragging : 
the ground. “Propelled by two large wings 
near the head,” the Times said, the creature 
“seemed to be about 30ft [9m] long and Jed. 
12in [30cm] in diameter." б 

Somehow, the train accidentally clipped | 
off part of the tail. Angered, the serpent ES 
rapidly turned and gave chase. It dived 3 

down and smashed several windows, 
roaring all the while and frightening the - 2 

passengers. The pistol-packing among them | 
fired repeatedly, but if any of the bullets Рай 
found their target, there was no evidence 4 
of it. The creature flew off and was lost to 
view. 

“This is vouched for by everyone who as 
was on the train,” according to the Times, 522 | 


*and is given for what it is worth." There E 
was no follow-up, nor was there a single 2H 
named witness. Good story, though. 

It's uncertain whether the improbably Ber | 
monikered Jefferson Rawbone, “а well- | 
to-do farmer living near St. Louis”, really : 

did claim (in April 1890) to have seen a > | 
host of *white snakes with pink eyes and : 
yellow wings", or whether this was some = 
correspondent’s idea of a joke about the 
effects of excessive alcohol consump- 
tion. The newspaper account is short and 
devoted as much to ridicule as to specifics. 

Three years earlier, the Pittsburgh 

Chronicle gave straightforward treatment 


to a sighting said to have been made by 4% 
workers at a pipe mill in Etna, an indus- du 
trial settlement across the river from that i | 
Pennsylvania city, in mid-September 1887. “AR| 


As a number of men loitered outside the 


s 
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factory, welder William Stewart happened 
to glance up into the sky, where a strange 
sight at (so he estimated) 2,000ft (610m) 
altitude caught his attention. It looked like 
asnake - perhaps, he guessed, 5ft (1.5m) 
long. Understandably, he had a hard time 
crediting his senses, so he said nothing. But 
when it came closer, he alerted his com- 
panions to its presence. At this point, it was 
only about 500ft (150m) away, and at this 
distance it proved to be at least 25ft (7.6m) 
in length. According to the Chronicle: 

“Tt was jet black and in thickness looked 
like an ordinary keg. The ponderous jaws of 
the reptile were frequently seen to open, from 
which emerged a large tongue. It sailed ina 
regular course, but when the jaws opened it 
then took a downward course and seemed as 
though it would fall to the ground below. On 
the descent the mouth remained open, and 
after a fall of about 100ft [30m], the jaws 
would close and the snake would raise its 
head and slowly wend it way up to its former 
height. 

“Тһе course of the monster air snake was 
in a northwesterly direction. During its stay 
of about an hour it seemed to long for a visit 
to every part of Etna. From the mill it moved 
like a snake on land westward about a mile 
[1.6km] to a point on the Allegheny river, 
from where it took a back course to the place 
where it was first seen by the naked eye. From 
there it took an upward direction and it was 
watched until it disappeared behind the mill, 
sailing somewhat toward the southeast." 


SERPENTS OVER 
THE CAROLINAS 
Several reports appear in newspapers in 
the Carolinas over a span of two anda 
half decades, from 1880 to 1904. The first 
Т пате found, if relevant only in a broad 
way, appears in a North Carolina account, 
published in the 3 December 1880 issue of 
the Statesville Landmark under the bland 
heading “Meteoritic Displays”. Though 
it is merely unusual, not anomalous, it 
seems curiously prescient, given the odd 
phenomena that would in time make them- 
selves known in Statesville and environs: 
“A meteor of surpassing brilliance was 
seen about midnight [on 1 December]... 
almost eight miles [13km] east of Statesville. 
It made everything very light about the 
presence of the observer. It had the shape 
of a huge spotted serpent, 75 yards [70m] 
long, as large as a pine tree, with eyes very 
distinct and mouth open toward the north 
pole. About 10ft [3m] back from the head 
it seemed to rest on the sky and the head 
part to be elevated, then a little further back 
it was raised in a kind of loop, and the tail 
reached down toward the tops of the trees. It 
was seen by the man and his family about 
a half hour, and then it gradually passed 
away. The observer thought that it portended 
some terrible calamity, and was very much 
frightened”. 
It was, however, the New York Times 
on which we must depend for the first 
published account - at least the first one 
so far unearthed - of a Carolinas-based 
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many, for, as far as can be learned, 


EVEN THE SOBER NEW 
Ssinc 


TIVES REPORTED A HISSIN 9, 
l5rr SERPENT SAILING OVER 


тозы 


THE SOUTH CAROLINA TREETOPS 


| FLYING: SNAKE IN. VIRGINIA 


| Reptile with Wings, That Fed on 


. George. 


omori; Va —À 


màn “А 


ent and met jia un-| 


"But this theory із not‘accepted 


nothing bearing a similarity 
serpent was ever before seen or 
of anywhere in this section о 


this 


sky serpent in the classic sense 

(though the story was widely reprinted 

in newspapers throughout the country 

in the following days.) A short article 
from 27 May 1888 tells the story of three 
Darlington County, South Carolina, sisters 
who, while walking in the woods, spotted 
a hissing 15ft (4.6m) serpent sailing above 
the treetops. The creature was moving at 
the speed of a hawk or buzzard. The Times 
noted that other residents of the area had 
reported the same phenomenon earlier in 
the day, though it provided no details. 

In isolation, this story doesn’t mean 
much, though it should be stated that even 
in those days the Times was a more sober 
and reliable newspaper than many of its 
contemporaries. In other words, it did not 
knowingly print outright fiction masquer- 
ading as fact. Not that — however you look 
atit — sky serpents make much sense from 
any point of view. 

In any event, such phenomena continued 
to be seen, or at least reported. Continued 


here the curions| 


Binds, i Killed in King | | 


| 
| 
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| digging through newspaper archives will 
eventually recover the other accounts that 

| undoubtedly exist. In July 1897, the Char- 

! leston News and Courier mentioned the 
most recent sighting of “the flying snake” 
- not, note, “a flying snake”. It was sighted 
twice on 11 July near Newman Swamp, 10 
miles (16km) south of Hartsville, at six 
and seven o’clock, though the newspaper 
writer neglects to inform us if that’s sup- 
posed to be am or pm. 

The second witness, identified as Henry 
Polson, is quoted: “The monster was low 
down, just above the tree tops, had its head 
thrown back in a position to strike and 
was just floating through the atmosphere 
lengthwise.” It could have been anywhere 
from 25 to 40ft (7.6-12m) in length. Alleg- 
edly, the creature was also observed, in the 
News and Courier’s words, “near Chester- 
field court house and also in several towns 
in North Carolina”. 

The skies of mid-1897 America were 
crowded with still-unexplained mystery 
airships, but apparently there was also 
room for a sky serpent or two. One was 
recalled 64 years letter in a letter com- 
posed by lifelong Detroit resident John 
B Rosa (eight at the time of the sighting) 
and published in the Detroit News for 
15 July 1961: 

“Going down Grand River for my papers, 
about 4 in the morning... the policeman I 
was with and I saw an object that looked 
to be about 3ft [90cm] in diameter. It was 
about 1,000ft [300m] in the air and was 

heading east. It was a silvery colour and 

had a tail about three blocks long. It trav- 

elled like those big sea serpents you read 
about skipping over the top of the water. It 
made a low hissing noise that we could just 
hear. My dad, who was leaving our home for 
work, also saw it as it seemed to pass right 
over our house...” 
| In any event, the next Carolina sight- 
ing is only briefly detailed, sadly, since it 
sounds even more interesting than most. 
On the afternoon of 16 September 1904, 
in the countryside near Troutman, North 
Carolina, Mrs John B Lippard and her 
children saw “30 or more large snakes 
sailing through the air" over their farm. 
Each was about 5ft (1.5m) long and 4-5in 
(10-13cm) wide. *They watched the snakes 
sail around and alight in a piece of thickety 
рше woods... Most assuredly these people 
Saw something.” (Statesville Landmark, 
20 Sept) 

Presumably the good, sober Mormon 
folk did not invite a serpent into Eden, 
Utah, but on 20 July 1894, one flew over 
their town. It was around sundown when an 
Immense flying object — some 60ft (18m) 
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from head to tail, 18in (46cm) in diameter 
—sailed from the mountains to the north 
over the town. It did not wriggle but floated 
tranquilly through the sky, at a speed estim- 
ated to be around 40mph (64km/h). 

After descending to 20-30ft (6-9m) above 
ground near a store on the edge of a park, 
it swerved left and *disappeared up over 
the mountains in the direction of Middle 
Fork canyon. The movement of the monster 
was like a snake in water and it seemed to 
acquire speed without any effort whatever. 
Its skin seemed to be formed of scales like 
an alligator,” as the Ogden Standard related 
in its 23 July edition. It went on to assert 
that the account was “vouched for by a 
number of Eden’s reliable men who saw 
the grim specimen. It was seen by half the 
inhabitants and created great excitement.” 


For some reason, the wildest sky-serpent 
tales come out of California. In 1895, the St 
Louis Republic opened a long dispatch with 
these alarming words: 

“A number of persons living in the vicinity 
of Reedley, Fresno County, Cal., all reputable 
citizens, too, swear that they have seen and 
hunted two dragons with wings 15ft [4.6m] 
long, bodies without covering of hair or feath- 
ers, head broad, bills long and wide, eyes not 
less than 4in [10cm] in diameter, and with feet 
like those of an alligator somewhat, though 
more circular in form. They have five toes on 
each foot, with a strong claw on each, and its 
tracks are 11in [28cm] wide and 10in [25cm] 
long.” 

At least the writer doesn’t feel the need 
to employ euphemisms. He calls them what 
they were: good old-fashioned dragons. In 
any event, so goes the story (involving mon- 
sters slightly reminiscent of the one in the 
1882 California tall tale already recited), 
the creatures were spotted first southeast of 
Selma early on the evening of 11 July. Their 
“peculiar cries and the rushing of their 
mammoth wings” continued to be heard 
even after they were no longer visible. 

On 13 July, the creatures feasted on 
farmer AX Simmons’s chickens. Well, 
maybe, maybe not. The account is vague on 
whether they were actually seen doing so; 
possibly more to the point, the account says 
that on examination the teeth marks on the 
victims “resemble those made by a very 
large dog”; the logical inference being that 
they were made by a very large dog. Anyway, 
on the evening of the 19th, picnickers in a 
buggy saw the dragons pass overhead, vis- 
ible in the moonlight and generating serious 
unease with their eerie wails and snapping 
jaws. Two hog farmers near Selma saw the 
creatures under a bridge. The dragons rose 
out of the water and flew so low over the 
men (said to be Major Henry Haight and 
Harvey Lemon) that they keenly felt the 
backwash from the wings. 

Soon a six-man party commenced a night- 
long vigil, hoping to capture or kill the mon- 
sters, but the hours passed uneventfully. 
Then in the morning one Emanuel Jacobs 
came into town to report his discovery of 
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Mrs. John B. Lippard and chil- 
dren report a strange sight. They 
say that while over on their farm 
near Цеге last Friday afternoon they 
saw 30 or more large snakes sailing 
through the air. They say the 
snakes seemed to have fins and 
would average five fect long and 
four or five inches wide. They 
watched the snakes sail around and 
alight in a piece of thickety pine 
woods. Now ean the Marquis De 
Lalayette or Cousin Mol Clark or 
any oue else oifer any solution to 
this very strange phenomenon? 
Most_assuredly these people saw 
something, Was it the mirage of 
the plains or was it perchance а 
family ramphorhinethi or pteroduc- 
tyls who have been Van Winkling 
since the pliocene period?  Mayliap 
some fellow had the tremens ani 
these were the snakes be saw. ( 
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dead ducks, apparently slaughtered by the 
dragons, at High Valley, in the mountains 
four miles (6.4km) away. Two of the party, 
JD Daniels and a Mr Templeton, returned 
and hid themselves in holes they'd dug 
near a pond where the ducks had been 
killed. What happened next is attributed to 
Daniels: 

*About 11 o'clock the cries were heard in 
the direction of King's River, seeming two or 
three miles [3.2-4.8km] away. The ominous 
yells drew nearer, and in a few moments ше 
heard the rush and roar of wings, so hideous 
that our hair almost stood on end. The two 
dragons came swooping down and circled 
round and round the pond in rapid whirls, 
screaming hideously all the while. We had a 
good view of them while [they were] flying. 

“They passed within a few yards of us and 
their eyes were plainly visible. We could also 
see that instead of bills like birds, they had 
snouts resembling that of the alligator, and 
their teeth could be seen as they snapped their 
jaws while passing... They were probably 
examining [the pond to determine] if any food 
was to be had, such as ducks, mud hens and 
fish. At length they came down with a fearful 
plunge into the pond, and the mud and water 
flew as though a tree had fallen into it. They 
dived around in the water, and as nearly as we 
could judge at the distance of 30 yards [27m], 
they were something over 6ft [1.8m] long, and 
while wading through the water they looked 
not unlike gigantic frogs. Their wings were 
folded and appeared like large knobs on their 
backs. Their eyes were the most visible parts 
and seemed all the time wide open and staring. 
They were very active and darted out among 
the tulles and rushes catching mud hens... 

“As soon as we saw a good opportunity, 
we levelled our guns at the one nearest us 
and fired. One rose in the air, yelled and flew 
away. Every stroke of the wing showed great 


strength. The other floundered about in 
the water until it reached the end of the 
pond, when it crawled out, dragging along 
its wounded wing after it, and started 
across the plain. We loaded our guns and 
gave chase. We soon lost sight of it, for it 
went much faster than we could. However, 


we were able to follow by its dismal cries 
in the distance. We followed it half a mile 
[800m], when it passed out of our hearing. 
У} The next day a company went in pursuit 
and trailed it by the blood in the grass. It 
was followed three miles [4.8km] to Jumper 
slough, which was entered, and all trace of 
it was lost. When it passed down the bank it 
left several well-formed tracks in the mud. 
One of the best was cut out with a spade, 
and after drying was taken to Selma, where 
it is in the possession of Mr Snodgrass." 
Ah, yes - Mr Snodgrass, who hereafter 
vanishes into the mists of history. Old 
newspapers are full of Mr Snodgrass and 
his kind, last seen in possession of Earth- 
shattering revelations and secrets... 


As remarked at the outset of this excursion 
into the deeply improbable, sky serpents 
neither began nor (entirely) ended in 
19th-century America. Even then, reports 
wriggled or slithered or floated in from 
elsewhere - Australia and India, for exam- 
ple - and others, I have no doubt, wait 

to be uncovered from yet more locations 
foreign and domestic (see this month's 
*Blasts From the Past" on p38 for a timely 
example). 

Some things resist explanation, even 
theory. Some of the stories are flat-out fab- 
rications, clearly, while others... well, who 
knows? There are no serpents in the sky, of 
course, in any herpetological sense - for- 
tunately for us confirmed herpetophobes 
-any more than there are other impossible 
creatures which nonetheless apparently 
sane, honest souls perversely insist on 
reporting. 

About such things perhaps all we can say 
is that - in some paradoxical fashion - the 
certainty of their nonexistence can provide 
us with no assurance that they cannot be 
experienced. Those of us who quail at an 
encounter with a harmless garter snake | 
may not want to dwell on that prospect. ІШ 


JEROME CLARK co-edits International 
UFO Reporter and is a book-reviewerfor 
к. Fate. He is the author of the multi-vol- 
ume UFO Encyclopedia (1990-1998) 
and other books. When not otherwise 
engaged, he writes about roots music 
and obsesses over the fortunes of his 
beloved Democratic Party. 
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FORTEAN TIMES BRINGS YOU THE NEWS THAT TIME FORGOT 


© THE FLYING SERPENT OF THE DARDANELLES _ 


ULRICH MAGIN UNEARTHS VINTAGE REPORTS OF AN AIRBORNE SNAKE THAT MENACED THE MED. 


he Mediterranean cert- 
] ainly has had its share 
of the most wonderful 
sea serpents, like the one that 
came up glowing, smoking and 
steaming off Calabria in 1818, * 
or the 45m (148ft) creature with 
an “immense number of fins” 
spotted by the HMS Narcissus off 
Cape Falcon, Algeria, in 1899. * 
Yet none was as wonderful 
and remarkable as the monster 
that found its way into the august 
pages of the New York Times on 
Sunday 13 August 1922, where 
readers found the following tale: 

“WINGED SEA SERPENT 
REPORTED IN LEVANT 

“Currant-Laden Felucca Sunk 

When Sailor Belts Reptile With 
Pomegranate. 

“HAS EYES LIKE SIDELIGHTS 

“Zooms Aloft Like Airplane – 
Wrecks Caciques With Figs and 
Pistachio Nuts. 

“After a long absence, the sea 
serpent has appeared once more. 
According to reports just received 
from Constantinople and Smyrna, 
the elusive reptile is disporting 
itself in the placid waters of the 
Mediterranean, terrifying fishermen 
and crews of the feluccas and other 
small craft which ply along the 
shores of the Levant. 

“The most thrilling story was 
brought here last week by officers 
of the national Greek liner Con- 
stantinople, who said that motor 
launches armed with one-pounder 
quick-firing guns were searching the 
Sea of Marmora [sic] for a winged 
marine monster which had been 
sighted circling Dog Island ? at great 
speed for three or four days. 

"When it rose from the sea and 
flew over San Stefano toward the 
city of Stamboul it was reported to 
have made a booming sound like 
the German tri-planes that flew 
over Paris during the war. How 
the huge marine monster passed 
through the Dardanelles without 
causing a big wash along the shore 
has not yet been discovered. 


NOTES 


1 Bernard Heuvelmans: 
In the Wake of the 
Sea-Serpents, Rupert 
Hart-Davis, 1986, p164. 


wrong — 


Heuvelmans calls this 

a hoax, but I think he is 
it was certainly 
a submarine volcanic 
eruption, not uncommon 
in the region. 


ECT 


"Officers on the Constantinople 


: said that the flying sea serpent 

: was first reported off the ancient 
: port of Chalcis in the Aegean Sea 
: and so alarmed the sponge divers 


that an appeal was sent to Athens 


: to send a gunboat to search for the 
: monster and destroy it. When the 

: commander of the fort fired a gun 

: in the direction indicated by the 

: scared sponge divers, the serpent 

; rose to an altitude of about 5,000ft 


[1,500m] and flew away toward the 


: port of Smyrna, Asia Minor, where 
| it was reported next day to have 


sunk two caciques laden with figs 


: and pistachio nuts. 


“Zubdee Effendi, a Turkish 


: rug merchant who arrived from 
: Smyrna on the liner, said that he 


saw the scaly-winged monster quite 
plainly as he was crossing the bay 


: to his home on one of the islands. 


When the head rose from the 


: surface of the water, he said, all the 


natives on board flung themselves 


: on the deck and praved, while the 


2 Heuvelmans, p366. 


3 In the 1930s, sea 
serpents were regularly 
caught off Dog Island 
(Siviriada). In May 1936, 


i Zeitung, 23 May 1936); 


vessel rocked wildly and the sea 
was covered with white foam as 
if it was being violently agitated 
underneath. 

“The head of the nautical reptile 
was fully 10ft [3m] across, with two 
enormous reddish green eyes butt- 
ing out on either bow like a ship’s 
sidelights, while its immense flapp- 
ers looked as if they easily weighed 
a ton each. Its beam across the 
middle of the back, which rose high 
out of the water, Zubdee Effendi 
continued, was 15ft [4.8m] and 
the length over all was fully 50ft 


[15m]. When the sea serpent turned 


its head toward the boat, the heat 
on deck became unbearable, said 
the Turkish rug merchant. He felt 
that his beard was shrivelling up. 
Finally, the monster dived, flung its 
huge tail into the air with a swish 
that nearly sent the small schooner 
over on tts beam ends and then 
disappeared from view? 
Stamboul is modern Istanbul, 
Chalcis the chief town of Euboea, 


one was fished at 
Prinkip, which sounds 
very much like a whale 
(Neue Mannheimer 


а second one, described 


: 85 giant maned ріппіресі, 
; Was caught in Septem- 

: ber 1937 (Neue Mann- 

: heimer Zeitung, 11 Sep 

: 1937). The classical hist- 
£ orian Prokop describes 


a large Greek island north of 

Athens, and Smyrna the modern 
Turkish city of Izmir, all more or 
less in the northern Aegean, con- 


centrated around the Dardanelles. 


But the monster was far more 
wide-ranging, as we learn when 
the account continues: 

“Within a few days the flying sea 
serpent, Zubdee Effendi said, was 
reported off the mouth of the Nile 
at Damietta, the port of Candia in 
Crete, and off the island of Mitilene 
[a city on Lesbos], where it was 
stated to have rammed and sunka 
felucca laden with currants because 
one of the crew struck the reptile 
in the eye with a pomegranate. 
Sponge divers and pearl fishers in 
the Aegean Sea are reported to be 
taking a rest until the sea serpent 
has been destroyed.” 

This marvellous tale, with its 
Homeric echoes, may have been 
an inept satire on the Turkish 
insurrection and the political tur- 
moil at the time - Kemal Atatürk 
attacked the Greeks at Dumlup- 
inar, just south of Istanbul, on 26 
August 1922, finally forcing them 
from Turkey. This was a connect- 
ion made by BF Salmon in his 
letter to the New York Times of 20 
August 1922 suggesting that with 
Greece having so much trouble, 
the Times ought to relocate their 
flying monster to Havana, *where 
it rightfully belongs". 

This is the perfect fortean 
story, with something for every- 
one: it can be placed in the 
bulging sea serpent file; it hints 
at surviving pterosaurs; it may 
even be the first case of a Greek 
ghost flyer (more were to follow 
in the scares of 1934 and 1946). 
Isuspect a hoax, though I can't 
prove this. However, it also recalls 
the classic tale of the giant fly 
Which attacked a British battle- 
ship in the 1930s (see FT45:53), 
so besides cryptozoology and 
ufology, it also belongs to the 
science of silly-things-attacking- 
shipsology! 


a monster in the Sea of 
Marmara that destroyed 
many ships, and there 
have been additional 
reports in the 2000s. 
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ALL PHOTOS: STEVEN COX 


NICK REDFERN talks to the makers of a new independent 
film about the travails of a pair of would-be cryptozoologists. 


В magine, if you dare, an on-screen 
fortean romp that is an entertain- 
ing, chaotic combination of With- 
nail & I, Scooby Doo, Animal House 

ШІ and the real-life efforts of the 

Centre for Fortean Zoology. 

You think it couldn’t happen? Well, 
my friends, you are very wrong. It 
has happened, in the form of a new 
independent Scottish film called 
Occasional Monsters, which asks the 
question: “Who would have thought 
that unstable girlfriends, psychotic van 
drivers, unreasonable businessmen, a 
simple case of mistaken identity and a 
total lack of common sense would ever 
get in the way of finding the occas- 
ional monster?” 

The brainchild of writer-directors 
Sam Addison and Michael Cox, Occas- 
ional Monsters tells the on-the-road 
story of Duane - a well-meaning 
bespectacled nerd - and his friend 
Wolfgang - an utterly psychotic, camo- 
wearing, gun-toting maniac - who aim 
to set up in business as professional 
cryptozoologists. 

Whereas Duane (played by Craig 
Stewart) is just looking for the truth 
about monsters, for Wolfgang (Marcus 
McMillan) it's a personal obsession. As 
a child, he had a close encounter with 
the Wampus Cat, a legendary beast 
from Cherokee mythology, described 
as half-cat and half-human, that prowls 
the forests of east Tennessee. 

Along the way, our heroes encoun- 
ter all manner of bizarre characters; 
they fall foul of hoaxes; they see their 
hopes and dreams rise, fall, and then 
rise again; and they survive and thrive 
on nothing more than camaraderie and 
self-belief — all the while maintaining 
a healthy desire to avoid the depress- 
ing world of nine-to-five. 

With their beyond-eccentric van- 
driver (who may or may not be a 
murderous psychopath), the pair roam 
Scotland in their very own Scooby- 
style Mystery Machine. 

Initially, however, things don't go 
too well: the lake monster Duane and 


OCCASIONAL™ 


MONSTE 


M ADDI 


ABOVE: The film 


Their mentor >=: 
turns out to 7 
be a real-life 
werewolf 


Wolfgang are searching for is revealed 
to be nothing more than a home-made 
model; the wolf-man they believe 
prowls the streets by night - and who 
they ultimately kidnap - turns out 

to be a long-haired, dirt-encrusted 
tramp with a hair-trigger temper; and 
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the girlfriends of this 
dynamic duo remain 
totally unimpressed 
throughout. 

And so, with things not 
looking at all good on the busi. 
ness front, Duane and Wolfgang 


; decide that the answers to their prob. 


lems might lie in some expert tuition — 


: which they receive from real-life Scott. 
: ish entrepreneur Ronnie Caird. 


Entertainingly playing himself, 


: Caird – who, іп the real world, has a 


background in the airfreight industry 


: at Prestwick, Heathrow and Aber. 
: deen Airports, and who today offers a 


business support service to clients - 


i advises the would-be monster-hunters 


on the secrets of becoming successful 
businessmen. And, having listened 
and learned, Duane and Wolfgang are 


: finally on their way. 


They set up their own monster- 
hunting ‘headquarters’, which turns 
out to be a single, run-down room 
equipped with nothing more thana 


: large map covered in coloured pins 

: denoting where strange beasts have 

i been seen, and a ‘library’ consisting of 
: three books: Jon Downes’s The Owlman 
: and Others, my very own Three Men 


Seeking Monsters, and Shockingly Close 
to the Truth by Jim Moseley and the 
late Karl Pflock. 

Now filled with enthusiasm, Duane 
and Wolfgang set to work on the most 
important task of all: tracking down 
some monsters. 

Unsurprisingly, things still fail 


; to go as planned. The gun-obsessed 


Wolfgang - believing һе has one of 
Britain’s legendary big cats firmly in 
his sights - blasts away at what turns 
out to nothing more than a house cat, 
whose owner is far from amused when 


i her beloved pet is reduced to a bloody 
i pulp. But when you're hunting mon- 


sters, accidents are bound to happen, 


: right? 


Undaunted, Duane and Wolfgang 
press on, only to learn a dark and 
shocking secret: their mentor, Ronnie 


: Caird, is nothing less than a real-life 

; werewolf. Cue all kinds of crypto- 

: zoological chaos and calamity. And, as 
i the story nears its conclusion, Wolf- 

; Bang must come face-to-face again 

: with his personal nemesis: the diaboli- 


cal Wampus Cat. 
All of the above is, of course, a 


: highly condensed version of events; 

i and for those who wish to see the 

: film for themselves, I won't spoil the 

; ending; suffice to say, for forteans and 
; would-be monster-hunters everywhere, 
; thislittle gem is not to be missed. 


Ispoke to the team behind this zero- 
budget production, Sam Addison and 


i Michael Cox, to find out what it was 
: that led them down a distinctly crypto- 
: zoological pathway. 


?We've known each other since we 


; меге about six years old, and we've 

: always been interested in odd and 

: obscure films,” says Addison. “And 

i when we were teenagers, Michael had 


access to a camcorder; 
so we were able to just 

go nuts and put together 
crazed films, and use 
anyone we could find to 
take part in our demented 
plots: like brothers, and 
even sheep sometimes.” 

Cox adds: “In the last 
four or five years we’ve got 
more and more into fortean 
pursuits, with crypto- 
zoology being one area in 
particular. So we thought 
that monster-hunting could 
be a perfect idea for a film, 
where we could come up 
with a lot of interesting and 
comical situations.” 

For those animal-lovers 
who might be wondering, I 
should stress that — unlike their earlier 
cinematic output — none of the situat- 
ions portrayed in Occasional Monsters 
involves sheep, mercifully. 

And how would the pair describe 
their film? 

“Well,” says Addison, “the most 
obvious genre description would be to 
Say it’s a mockumentary, because it’s 
made in a semi-documentary style... 
it’s a spoof documentary.” 

As for the actors, Cox says: “We 
used a lot of friends and people whom 
we knew, and we worked on creating 
characters for the film that incorpor- 
ated parts of their real personalities 
- but with certain exaggerated ele- 
ments. Ronnie is a real business 
adviser. And Ben Walker, who drives 
the van in the film: that’s what he does 
in real life.” 

Cox expands further: “Rather than 
having a script where every piece of 
dialogue was spelled out, we gave all 
the actors detailed character-notes – 
which gave them a good idea of the 
type of person they were playing. 
Then we just let them improvise; it 
actually got a better performance out 


TOP: Shown on set 
are (left to right): 
Craig Stewart, 
Michael Cox, Sam 
Addison, Marcus 
McMillan, and 
Freddie Sykes (who 
plays the ‘werewolf 
tramp’). 

ABOVE: Craig 
Stewart, who plays 
Duane. 


of them all.” 
And what of the 

stars of the film: 

Marcus McMillan and 

Craig Stewart? 

“They were very 
interested in the story. 
I put an information 
pack together for them 
about the subject 
of cryptozoology, so 
that they would have 

more background 
knowledge and be 
able to improvise 
convincingly,” Cox 
explains. “Craig Stew- 
art, who plays Duane 
in the film, has to 
come across as quite 
learned, with plenty 
of facts and figures. So, that back- 
ground briefing really helped him, 
particularly; whereas Marcus, who 
plays Wolfgang, could just concentrate 
on being loud. It kind of matches their 
personalities in real life, too.” 

Addison adds: *We'd used Marcus 
as an actor before, in a short film we 
did called Bed-Shitter, which is about 
a superhero whose superpower is 
shitting in bed. He was desperate to 
appear in that because he said one of 
his goals was to appear on the Internet 
showing his arse. So, when he heard 
we wanted him to appear in a feature- 


: length film, he jumped at the chance. 


Craig, in real-life, is quite unassuming 
and gentle; and we tried to reflect that 
in the character of Duane.” 

As for some of the behind-the- 
scenes goings-on during the course of 
making the film, Cox provides some 
entertaining illumination: “Тһе ЧаКе- 


i monster’ that appears early in the film 


was actually made by my girlfriend the 
day before filming. She went to B&Q 
and bought all the stuff, and just put 


: it together. 


“Then there was the bit where 


| film? 


: Duane and Wolfgang kidnap the 

t tramp, thinking he's a werewolf. The 

' first plan was to have them put him in 
} a shopping-trolley. But it didn't occur 
i tous that it might be difficult to steal 
: a shopping-trolley; or that a super- 

i market might be reluctant to just give 
: us a shopping trolley. So we ended up 
: using a wheelbarrow instead.” 


The trials of film-making! 
And what's the current status of the 


*So far, all of the screenings have 


i been arranged by us,” Cox explains. 

i *We have had two in Aberdeen and 

: one in Edinburgh, at a chain called 

: Picture House Cinemas. Right now, 

i people can buy a DVD of the film from 


our website. But, our goal is to get 

picked up, secure a distribution deal, 

and reach a decent audience. 
*Everyone who has come along 

to the screenings has gone out of 

their way to say how much they have 


! enjoyed the film - I think there's a 

: large enough audience out there. Plus, 
: Jon Downes has kindly asked us to 

: show it at the 2009 Weird Weekend 

t conference this August.” 


Speaking of the good Mr Downes, 


: I asked Addison and Cox what they 
: thought real-life cryptozoologists 
: would make of Occasional Monsters. 


“Tf they have a sense of humour, I 


: think they will like it,” says Addison. 


Downes's colleague and fellow 


i cryptozoologist Richard Freeman 

i certainly agrees: “Jon and I sat and 
; watched Occasional Monsters and 

i we both laughed like drains, both 


because of the humour and the fact 


: that we recognised real life analogues 

: of all the characters. Some of this is 

i frighteningly close to stuff that has 

: happened at Ше CFZ over the years. 

: The film has the feel of a pilot for a TV 
} series - Wolfgang and Duane are such 

: great characters, and they're funnier 

: than anything in any new sitcom for 

: years. These guys really need some 

i airtime.” 


I will leave Addison with the last 


} word: “We’re not trying to mock 


cryptozoology. Broadly, this is a story 


} about two dreamers wanting to achieve 
: their ambition. It would be very easy 

: for us to make a film that pokes fun 

i and ridicules the characters and the 

i subject. But, іп the end, there is a 

: vindication for what they do. There are 
} monsters in the Occasional Monsters 

: universe. So, we don't take the piss 

; out of monster-hunters - this is a pro- 

; cryptozoological movie!" ij 


} To learn more about Occasional Monsters 
: and to obtain a DVD of the film, visit: 

: www.occasionalmonsters.co.uk and www. 
i donsidepictures.co.uk 


[ 
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Robert Rankin has been spinning his decidedly fortean yarns for nearly three decades now, 


unfolding his sproutlore through titles like The Brentford Triangle, Raiders of the Lost Car Park 


and, most recently, Necrophenia. WILL ROBINS caught up with him to discuss truth, myth and 


misinformation. 


obert Rankin's books 

deal with many of the 

weighty questions of 

our time - such as 

what would happen if 

one could control 
the principles of chaos theory or 
whether life on Earth is really 
an elaborate reality TV show 
devised by a culture of extrater- 
restrial, vegetable life forms. His 
stories have their roots in the 
magnificently mundane - often 
the West London suburb of 
Brentford - yet end up propelled 
somewhere to the far side of 
outlandish. 

Getting to know the real 
Rankin is probably an imposs- 
ibility. Any attempt to peel back 
the layers of personality to find 
the inner kernel, will reveal 
that he is less like an onion (or, 
indeed, sprout) and more like a 
never-ending moebius strip. 

Аз а writer of what he calls 
‘far-fetched fiction’, whose books 
often used to carry spurious 
biographical details about the 
author, the path of any examina- 
tion will inevitably meander 
between truth and falsehood. 
But what exactly is truth, in the 
final analysis? Some believe it 
can be found if you're prepared 
to dig deep enough, but Rankin 
has his own ideas: *Is Noah's Ark 

on Mount Ararat? People say, ‘if 
you are prepared to go up Mount 
Ararat, you will find a piece of 
wood from the Ark.’ And where 
else could it possibly have come 
from than Noah's Ark? I think 
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that if you're prepared to £o and 
search for the Holy Grail, you 
will find it? For Rankin, truths 
are made quite as much as they 
are found. 

Do you remember Jonny 
Quinn, the famous cult author 
from the 1960s? Rankin and his 
friends remember him well: 

“Iwas in a pub with a 
friend of mine talking, and we 
remembered this writer from 
the Sixties and we talked about 
his books. I went out the next 
day to find some Jonny Quinn.I 


went back to my house, because 
IknewIhad some books, but 

I couldn't find them. I phoned 
friends of mine — they remem- 
bered Jonny Quinn but couldn't 
find their copies either. SoI 
Went to the booksellers and he 
Was sure he'd heard of Jonny 
Quinn, but there was nothing 

In stock. About a week later we 
found out he'd never existed. But 
we'd all believed. Then 1 asked: 
Was he trying to exist? He was 
getting into our heads, and if we 
Just tried a little bit harder we'd 


have found his books!” 

Jonny Quinn almost existed 
because people believed he 
existed. But he was a myth, 
and not at all unusual in that 
respect. Myths are as mucha 
part of modern culture as they 
were in Ancient Greece. But 
modern myths don’t concern 
themselves so much with the 
existence of higher powers as 
with more mundane entities, 
even Brentford-born authors of 
far-fetched fiction. 

“Tt’s so easy to create a myth,” 
says Rankin. “We constantly 

Pass on misinformation to each 
other, whether we’re watching 
it on television or just talking 
to one another; we get things 
wrong. But is it simply the 
misinterpretation of things or 
the conscious faking of things to 
make them more entertaining?” 

So is Rankin a faker or a 
mythologist? “Рт myth-making, 
and Гтп also working off the 
wonderful myths that I've heard. 
And it's that same old song: That 
it's better than real life." 

After all, he is a writer of fic- 
tion and, in a sense, he writes, 
and lives, precisely to give 
people something that is ‘better 
than Ше”, something that is, 
ultimately, transformative. “Тһе 
fantastic is more interesting 
than the mundane, and in my 
books, the fantastic can happen 
to ordinary people in a way that 
seems true. If I have any part in 
creating a myth through what I 
do, then Pm honoured by it. It's 


wonderful!” 

However, before he accepts 
his title he must pay homage 
to the truly magnificent myth- 
making machine that is the New 
Media - in particular, the online 
encyclopedia. “If it’s on Wiki- 
pedia, then people will use that 
as source material for a magazine, 
and then it takes on a reality of 
its own,” he says. “It was in the 
paper that the Croatian football 
team all wore just one shoe for 
luck, because somebody put it on 
Wikipedia. Unfortunately, once 
it had been on Wikipedia and 
then had been in the Times, it 
qualified as being real - because 


_ it had been in the newspaper. But 


it was down to these people who 
had been sneaking these things 
onto Wikipedia hoping to catch 
journalists out.” : 

Tm starting to know the 
feeling. 

So where does myth end and 
inaccuracy or untruth begin? | 
Listening to Rankin, you might 
be forgiven for concluding that | 
he's an unrepentant fantasist, 
aromantic mythologiser who 
simply prefers to believe in a 
more colourful version of real- 
ity than the rest of us. Yet this 
conclusion would seem to be соп- 


. tradicted by his fascination with · 


conspiracy theories. When I asked 
him to choose between a difficult. 
truth and a comforting myth he 
told me he had *no answer to that 
question”.  . 

Still, one of the principal 
motivations behind conspiracy 
theories is surely to cut through 
misinformation, something that 
Rankin rails against: *The thing 
about a conspiracy theory is that 
almost every day, if you read 
the newspapers, you will come 
upon a story and think: "That 
doesn’t make sense.’ It will only 
be months later, when it is sudd- 
enly explained, that you think: 
‘That was obvious, wasn’t it?’ It’s 
a fiddle! It’s the misinformation 
thing. m not being told the truth 
by the newspapers, but it's going 
to be a long time before I find 
that out. And in the meanwhile, 
I'm theorising and theorising, 
and everybody’s going ‘you’re a 
w*nker’.” 

The word ‘inaccuracy’ appears 
to have the opposite effect on 
Rankin than that of ‘myth’, а 
notion in which he revels as 
creator and distributor. The 
“really wicked things” that boil 
his blood include much of what 
we are told by the government 
and sham-spiritual self-help liter- 
ature: “They are all scandalously 
inaccurate and are perpetuating 


Necrophenia | 


“IT’S MY CONTENTION THAT 


THERE'S AIR IN SPACE AND 


THE WHOLE OF THE UNIVERSE 
IS FILLED WITH AIR. 


-|. rubbish to people. They make me 


very, very angry." 

However, his anger is tempered 
by defeatism: *There's nothingI 
can do, you know. m a writer -I 
try and entertain people and I 
can't spend my life worrying 
about the fact that my kids aren't 
getting the right information." 
But he also recognises his own 
limitations. When I asked him 
whether he had considered com- 
mitting his own thoughts to paper, 
he was quick to step down from 
the epistemological high ground: 
“Тһе reason I haven't written 
non-fiction is because I don't 
know anything that anybody 
else doesn't know. But I know 
that if I was to write a non-fiction 
book it would probably be full of 
rubbish.” 

Even so, every conspiracy 
theorist has a pet theory. After an 
initial reluctance to be drawn on 
the subject, Rankin let me in on 
a couple of his favourites. Both 
are controversial – as every good 
conspiracy ought to be – but for 
very different reasons. The first 
regards the Princess of Wales’s 
death, a matter about which 
conspiracy theories have been 
largely discredited, due in no 
small part to the fervour of their 
keenest proponent, Mohamed Al 
Fayed. However, Rankin isn’t put 
off: “I have to say that I do think 
it was more likely that they killed 
Diana than not - simply because 
it was so convenient. You just 
don’t get that sort of accident, 


that is so convenient for the : 
whole Royal Family, that got this 
woman out of their hair." 

The second concerns outer 
space: “It’s my contention that 
there's air in space and that the 
whole of the Universe is in fact 
filled with air.” His reasoning 
starts from the fact there is no 
conduction or convection of heat 
in a vacuum (which is why your 
tea stays hot in your thermos), yet 
the Sun’s heat is still able to reach 
us. Although not rigorously sci- 
entific, it is the sort of subjective, 
empirical reasoning that means 
none of us can be sure until some- 
body goes out in to space without 
a helmet on. 

Beneath it all there is a mis- 
trust of the web of reasoning that 
leads us to so many unquestioned 
assumptions. Rankin’s favourite 
example of this by far is the Air 
Loom: “There was a man who 
claimed he knew of a machine 
called the Air Loom, which had 
been installed in this cellar and 
was worked by these various 
operators. It had this stinking 
effluvia going in one end and 
this sort of magnetic flux came 
out the other, and it beamed out 
messages into his head.” (See 
FT170:40-42; 176:59; 220:52-54 
for more on the Air Loom.) 

The same parallel reasoning 
that informs his fictional writing 
allows him to take the mundane 
as his starting point and arrive 
somewhere completely fantastic: 

“They said he was a paranoid 


LEFT: Robert Rankin cutting a cake at 
the launch party for his 3Oth book, 
Necrophenia. Appropriately, a small 
devil head has manifested on the 
table next to the pile of paper plates. 


schizophrenic, but nobody 
thought to check whether the 
Air Loom really existed. What 

if it's always been down there? I 
wrote it into the book The Da-Da- 
Di-Da-Da Code, because it is such 
a ludicrous conspiracy nobody's 
going to believe it." 

This is Rankin's philosophy: 
that the only way to reach the 
possible truths lying at the limits 
of belief is through fiction: *I 
write fiction because nobody's 
going to believe it, but within the 
writing of the books you create 
new myths." 

Fittingly, the final insight into 
Rankin's character comes from a 
story he tells me about his child- 
hood: “When I was at infants’ 
school, the teachers asked us to 
draw what our fathers did for a 
living, so I drew a picture of what 
my dad told me he did. Later my 
teacher asked my dad whether 
he could come and give a talk at 
the school about what he did – my 
father was a carpenter - and he 
asked why. And she said: *Well, 
you're the only whaler we have 
ever had at this school.” He'd 
given me a whale's tooth as a 
present and he told me that he'd 
been on a whaling voyage and 

had pulled it out of the mouth of 
a whale; and Га drawn a picture 
of my dad with a harpoon. But 
rather than tell them it was only 
a story, my dad went home and 
made a harpoon to demonstrate 
whaling techniques and came 
back to the school to give a talk 
on whaling!” 

Amidst the inventions lay a 
kernel of truth, and from that a 
schoolyard myth was born. So, 
like the moebius strip, we come 
full circle. АП that is left is to give 
the man himself the final word: 
“I think I’m waffling a load of old 
toot here.” ЕҢ 
For a previous interview with Robert 
Rankin, see FT80:28-29. 

Robert Rankin’s website: 
www.sproutlore.com 
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MAIN IMAGE: THE DAY THE EARTH STOOD STILL (2008) 


А 


Is Hollywood's love affair with little green men based simply on its desire to provide profitable 
screen entertainment, or has Tinseltown been actively courted and used by the US government 
and military for their own mysterious ends? ROBBIE GRAHAM and MATTHEW ALFORD go 


behind the scenes to reveal the hidden history of UFO movies. 


he flying saucers have landed 
again... in Tinseltown, at least. For 
over 60 years, UFOs have left their 
mark on the Hollywood box-office 
in some of the most lucrative movies of 
all time, including Close Encounters of the 
Third Kind (1977), E.T: The Extra-Terrestrial 
(1982), Independence Day (1996), Men in 
Black (1997), and in the latest and most 
successful instalment of the Indiana Jones 
franchise (2008). Hollywood has continued 
to capitalise on the public's insatiable 
appetite for aliens with the recent remake 
of the classic saucer movie The Day the 
Earth Stood Still (2008), and this March saw 
the release of two high-profile UFO movies: 
Monsters vs. Aliens and Race to Witch Mount- 
ain. In this sense, the UFO phenomenon 
may be regarded as a cultural one; certainly, 
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Unidentified Flying Objects - and the other- 
worldly possibilities they are seen by many 
to represent - have become a permanent fix- 
ture in America's pop-cultural landscape. 


PERCEPTION MANAGEMENT: 
PAST AND PRESENT 

Bizarrely, the US government - for reasons 
not entirely clear - has taken a keen inter- 
est in UFO-themed Hollywood movies for 
decades. Official efforts to debunk UFOs 
through media channels originated with 
the CIA-sponsored Robertson Panel, which 
in 1953 decided that the public's growing 
obsession with flying saucers was something 
that should be actively discouraged. The 


panel recommended “that the national secu- 


rity agencies take immediate steps to strip 
the Unidentified F lying Objects of the... 


aura of mystery they have unfortunately 
acquired”, and that this should be achieved 
through “mass media” such as television 
and motion pictures, with specific reference 
to the films of Walt Disney. 

Unambiguous evidence for the Robertson 
Panel’s covert impact on news media report- 
ing about UFOs is found in the CBSTV 
broadcast of UFOs: Friend, Foe, or Fantasy? 
(1966), a documentary narrated by Walter 
Cronkite. In a personal letter addressed to 
former Robertson Panel Secretary Freder- 
ick C Durant, Dr Thornton Page confides 
that he “helped organize the CBS TV show 
around the Robertson Panel conclusions”, 
even though he was personally sympathetic 
to the existence of flying saucers. 

In light of the above, then, we might 
reasonably consider that covert efforts to 


manipulate public perception of UFOs may 
have continued. But to what end? Logical 
answers are elusive, but government con- 
cern over, or involvement in, UFO movies 
continues to be shown in more recent Holly- 
wood productions. Take, for example, the 
1996 alien invasion blockbuster Independ- 
ence Day, which, despite its proud champ- 
ioning of American values and leadership, 
was denied cooperation from the Depart- 
ment of Defense due in large part toa 
plotline concerning Area 51 (a super-secret 
military facility in the Nevada desert long 
rumoured to be the testing ground for capt- 
ured extraterrestrial technologies) and the 


so-called “Roswell Incident". The Pentagon . 


specifically requested that “any govern- 
ment connection” to Area 51 or to Roswell 
be eliminated from the film. 

The DoD may have been unable to dict- 
ate script changes on Independence Day, 
but its involvement with the alien-themed 
blockbuster Transformers (2007) was so 
deep-rooted and integral that almost no 
aspect of the production went unmonitored 
by the Pentagon’s hawklike eyes. The film’s 
Script is loaded with ufological references 
and laboured rhetoric absolving the US 


.. 
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THE PENTAGON 
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THAT ANY 
GOVERNMENT 
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TO AREA 51 BE 
ELIMINATED 
FROM THE FILM 


military of complicity in what turns out 

to be a massive cover-up of the fact that 
Earth has been visited by aliens. The 
conspiracy finger is pointed instead at the 
quasi-governmental “Sector 7” which has 
been concealing its “Top Secret” alien 
research for decades within “special access 
projects" - and all without the knowledge 
and consent of a shocked and concerned 
Secretary of Defense. 

The United States Air Force (USAF) 
provided Transformers director Michael Bay 
with hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth 
of state-of-the-art hardware for use in his 
film, including the F-117 stealth fighter 
(which the filmmakers were only allowed 
to shoot from certain angles due to the top 
secret technology used in its design) and 
-in its first ever silver screen appearance — 
the F-22 Raptor fighter. 

The government found an earlier block- 
buster to be rather less welcome. Discuss- 
ing his classic UFO movie Close Encounters 
of the Third Kind (1977), Steven Spielberg 
once revealed in an obscure and now 

defunct academic journal that he “found 
[his] faith [in alien life]” when he heard 
that the government opposed the film. 
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“Tf NASA took the time to write me a 
20-page letter, then I knew there must be 
something happening," Spielberg said. 
*When they read the script they got very 
angry and felt that it was a film that would 
be dangerous. I felt they mainly wrote the 
letter because Jaws convinced so many 
people around the world that there were 
sharks in toilets and bathtubs, not just in 


the oceans and rivers. They were afraid the 


same kind of epidemic would happen with 
UFOs.” 


MANAGING THE MARTIANS 
Close Encounters raised a red flag to the 
powers that be, but it wasn’t the first UFO 
movie to do so. During the late 1940s, the 
US government regarded the subject of 
flying saucers with considerable gravity 

- 1948 saw the USAF produce its contro- 
versial “Estimate of the Situation”, an 
official report concluding flying saucers to 
be of extraterrestrial origin. Other USAF 
factions at the time, however, favoured the 
more palatable (though no less alarming) 
idea that the saucers were a dastardly 
Soviet invention. With the prospect of both 
Reds and Martians under the bed, Air 
Force paranoia was almost tangible; so it 
should come as little surprise to learn that 
when America’s very first UFO movie, The 
Flying Saucer (1950), went into production 
in 1949, it registered quickly on the USAF 
radar. 

The film’s director, Mikel Conrad 
(below), had claimed publicly while still in 
production that he had managed 
to secure genuine footage 
of a real flying saucer for 
use in his movie. In Sept- 
ember 1949, Conrad told 
the Ohio Journal Herald: 
“Т have scenes of the 
saucer landing, taking 
off, flying and doing 
tricks.” Conrad further 
claimed that his remarka- 
ble footage was “locked 
ina bank vault” 
and would not 
be shown 
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TOP: Transformers (2007) involved much collaboration with the Pentagon. 
ABOVE: The F-117 stealth fighter, as seen in Transformers — but only filmed from certain angles. 


to anybody prior to his movie's release. 
It took just two days for the USAF to get 
hold of the story, and shortly thereafter 
Conrad became the subject of a two-month 
official Air Force investigation. Documents 
released under the Freedom of Information 
Act reveal that an agent of the Air Force 
Office of Special Investigations was dis- 
patched not only to grill Conrad about his 
claims, but also to attend the first private 
screening of his completed movie. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Conrad's 
fantastical claims proved to be with- 
out substance ~ when challenged 
by the USAF, he admitted that his 
saucer story was nothing more 
than an elaborate marketing scam 
designed to generate media buzz 
around what was, in reality, a tedi- 
ous and uneventful movie. Never- 
theless, what the Conrad case 
demonstrates, according 
to author and FT 
contributor Nick Red- 
fern, “is that the Air 


: Force at the time was taking a keen interest 
; in fictional films about UFOs". Redfern has 
: investigated the curious production history 
: of The Flying Saucer and suggests that the 

: USAF may have considered it “problematic 
i that someone was making a film about 

: UFOs that could have contained real foot- 

} age”. Redfern speculates that, from this 

| point on, the USAF learned to be on the 

i lookout for any other pesky UFO movies 

: lurking on the horizon, and to carefully 

; monitor - and even control - their content 

; on unspecified grounds of national security. 


The above scenario seems strangely 


; plausible in light of the production of a 

; major ufological documentary in 1956, 

: entitled UFO, which compelled the USAF 

; to draw up contingency plans to counteract 
; the anticipated fallout from the film upon 
; its release. Captain George T Gregory, 

: the director of the USAF's official UFO 

} Investigations unit, Project Blue Book, was 
; Instructed to monitor not only the film's 

: production process, but its public and 

* critical reception. Believing that the film 


would stir up a “storm of public contro- 
versy”, the USAF had set about preparing 
a special case file that would debunk every 
saucer sighting examined in the movie, 
and even went so far as to have three of 

its Blue Book officers provide *technical 
assistance" to the filmmakers in an effort to 
control the content of the documentary. 


DISNEY AND THE ALIENS 

More strange-but-true testimony came 
from Oscar-winning Disney animator Ward 
Kimball. Kimball was best known for bring- 
ing to life beloved Disney characters such 
as Jiminy Cricket, the Cheshire Cat and the 
Mad Hatter, and for redesigning Mickey 
Mouse in 1938. He also worked as Directing 
Animator on classics like Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarfs (1938), Pinocchio (1940), 
and Fantasia (1940). 

In 1979, Kimball revealed that in the 
mid-1950s the USAF had approached Walt 
Disney himself to request his cooperation 
on a documentary about UFOs that would 
help acclimatise the American public to 
the reality of extraterrestrials. Even more 
remarkable was that, in exchange for 
his cooperation, the USAF would supply 
Disney with real UFO footage for exclusive 
use in his documentary. According to Kim- 
ball, Disney accepted the deal and began 
work immediately on the USAF project 
— perhaps not so unusual, considering Dis- 
ney’s established relationship with the US 
government (during WWII, Disney made 
approximately 80 propaganda shorts for 
the military). 

While Disney waited patiently for the 
USAF to provide the UFO footage, his 
animators produced conceptual designs of 
what an alien might look like. But as time 
passed, it became clear that the USAF was 
getting cold feet. The offer of the UFO foot- 
age was eventually withdrawn, provoking 
Kimball to challenge the official military 
liaison for the project, a USAF Colonel who 
told Kimball that *there was indeed plenty 
of UFO footage, but that neither [he] nor 
anyone else was going to get access to it." 


THE USAF HAD 
APPROACHED 
WALT DISNEY 


HIMSELF TO 
REQUEST HIS 


| COOPERATION 


Needless to say, the film was abandoned 
and forgotten by all but the few who had 
worked on it. 


THEGLITTERING ROBES OF 
ENTERTAINMENT 

Tn connection with research she was con- 
ducting for a UFO documentary in 1983, 
award-winning filmmaker and journalist 
Linda Moulton Howe was told by govern- 
ment sources that the 1951 version of The 
Day the Earth Stood Still, which depicted an 
alien landing in Washington D.C., was, in 


-FROM OUT OF SPACE.... A WARNING AND AN ULTIMATUM! 


THE 


: ABOVE: The Day The Earth Stood Still (2008). 
i BELOW: Poster for the 1951 original version of 
: The Day The Earth Stood Still. 


i her words, “inspired by the CIA”, and was 

: “one of the first government tests of public 
: reaction to such an event". Howe’s state- 

i ment may not be as far-fetched as it seems. 

: The screenwriter for The Day the Earth 

: Stood Still, Edmund H North, was actively 

: serving as a major in the Army Signal 

: Corps just months before being selected 

: by 20th Century Fox to pen the saucer- 

: literate script. During his time in the Corps, 
: North had been in charge of “training and 

: educational" documentaries, and later 

i established himself as a Hollywood scribe 

: of war films including Sink the Bismark! 

i (1960), Submarine X-1 (1968), and Patton 

i (1970), for which he received an Oscar - 

: all of which raises the possibility that he 

i maintained an official or quasi-official role 
: in the government's cinematic propaganda 
: campaigns throughout his career. 


Itis also worth noting that the man 


i responsible for overseeing the production of 


The Day the Earth Stood Still — 20th Century 


: Fox bigwig Darryl Zanuck - soon afterwards 
i became a member of what Frances Stonor 


Saunders refers to as the “Hollywood 
consortium”, part of a covert multi-agency 


i propaganda campaign formed in 1954 

: called “Militant Liberty". The consortium 

: wasclear about its goals: *We need to 

: make certain our films are doing a good job 

i forour nation and our industry." Zanuck 

: himself once said: “If you have something 

: worthwhile to say, dress it up in the glitter- 

: ing robes of entertainment and you will find 
: a ready market... without entertainment, по 
i propaganda film is worth a dime.” 


DISCLOSURE THROUGH 
DOCUMENTARY? 


: But it is through documentary that the 
: most watertight case of government 
: manipulation of UFO mythology can be 


established. In 1972, filmmaker Robert 


: Emenegger – formerly Creative Director 
: at Grey Advertising - and his producing 
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THE KOBAL COLLECTION / 20тн CNETURY FOX 


US AIR FORCE PHOTO / TECH SGT LARRY A SIMMONS 


partner Allan Sandler were encour- 
aged by the USAF to make a major 
documentary feature about the 
UFO phenomenon. Emenegger told 
us that Sandler *had very strange 
connections" for a producer and 
thought that he “did things for the 
CIA, and maybe even the FBI... 

they all seemed to work together.” 
Emenegger himself had worked for 
the US government in various media- 
related capacities and evidently the 
pair had been deemed suitable for 
the sensitive assignment. 

Emenegger told us how he was briefed 
on the UFO project at Norton Air Force 
Base in “a clean room used by the CIA... so 
there was no way anyone could eavesdrop 
on us”. In an offer similar to that made 
some 20 years earlier to Walt Disney, the 
USAF promised Emenegger real UFO foot- 
age - this time allegedly showing a UFO 
landing at Holloman Air Force Base in 1971 
and the subsequent face-to-face meeting 
between alien visitors and delegates of the 
US government. Emenegger was sceptical, 
but was assured by the USAF that the foot- 
age existed and was genuine. 

While he waited for the footage to mat- 
erialise, Emenegger and his crew continued 
with their wider production research, for 
which they were given unprecedented 
access to Department of Defense facilit- 
ies, including the Pentagon. Emenegger 
was even granted time with high-ranking 
military officers apparently well-versed 
in UFO-related matters, among them 
Colonel William Coleman, a former spokes- 
man for Project Blue Book, and Colonel 
George Weinbrenner, then head of Foreign 
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ЕМЕМЕССЕН 
WAS BRIEFED 
ON THEA) 
PROJECT АТ 
NORTON AIR 
FORCE BASE 


Technology at Wright Patterson Air Force 


i Base- the location where alien materials 


and bodies allegedly recovered from the 
1947 Roswell crash are said to have been 
stored. 

But who in the Air Force would sign off 
on such a controversial project? Emenegger 
put this question to Pentagon spokesman 
Col Coleman, who informed him: “The 
Secretary of the Air Force gave us the 
order to cooperate.” Thus, in an unpre- 
cedented move, the Air Force, Army, and 


DN avy gave their full backing to a UFO- 


related production; so too did NASA, who 
provided Emenegger's research team with 


LEFT: US military personnel acting 

as extras during the filiming of 
Transformers on location at Holloman 
Air Force Base. 

BELOW LEFT: One-time Project Blue 
Book spokesman Col William Coleman. 


BELOW: The book based on Robert 
Emenegger's 1974 documentary. 


previously unreleased photographs of 

what appeared to be UFOs in space 

taken by Gemini astronauts. *We had 
carte blanche to go anywhere, ask any 
questions," Emenegger told the authors. 
"There were no restrictions put on us." 
Emenegger even claims to have been 
shown “Тор Secret" footage taken at 
Vandenberg Air Force Base which 
showed two UFOs *playfully running 
behind" a US missile. 

After months of shooting, Emeneg- 
ger's documentary was complete, save for 
one crucial ingredient - the much-hyped 
alien landing footage. At the 11th hour, 
the USAF withdrew its permission for use 
of the material; the political climate had 
changed, it said, and it was now deemed 
inappropriate due to the Watergate scandal 
which had recently broken. “I felt like we 
had egg on our face,” Emenegger says. 

"I felt cheated that we were not allowed 
to see this film. It was taken back to the 
Pentagon... I stupidly expected to have this 
footage, which would have been Earth-shat- 
tering.” Emenegger seems as baffled by the 
whole affair 36 years on as anyone: “Were 
we had? Were we being used?” he asks. 
Emenegger’s Golden Globe-nominated 
documentary, entitled UFOs: Past, Present 
and Future, was finally released in 1974 and 
was groundbreaking in its extensive use of 
information provided by the DoD. In addit- 
lon to the aforementioned photographs 
from NASA, it featured sit-down interviews 
with the former heads of Project Blue Book, 
and footage shot inside the Pentagon of Col 
Coleman talking frankly about the Extra- 
terrestrial Hypothesis. In the absence of the 
landing footage, Emenegger was forced to 


COURTESY OF ROBERT EMENEGGER 


ABOVE LEFT: Cameraman Harry Hamberg (left) with Robert Emenegger, director of the 1974 documentary UFOs: Past Present and Future. 
ABOVE RIGHT: Lt Col Phillip J Corso, member of the National Security Council during the Eisenhower administration, who claimed that flying saucer movies were 


actively encouraged by government-led UFO study groups during the 1950s. 


include an animated reconstruction of the 
event as described to him by the USAF, com- 
plete with artistic renderings of the alleged 
aliens. The documentary presented the incid- 
ent as “one that might happen in the future 
– ог perhaps could have happened already”. 
Interestingly, echoes of Emenegger’s 
deal with the Department of Defense would 
resound decades later in the production 
of the aforementioned Transformers when 
director Michael Bay was granted the rare 
privilege of shooting scenes of his alien 
movie at the Pentagon. Amazingly, the DoD 
even threw open the gates to Holloman Air 
Force Base - the highly sensitive location 
of the alleged alien landing described to 
Emenegger. To this day, the only two Holly- 
wood filmmakers to have been granted 
access to Holloman are Emenegger and Bay 
- both of whose films dealt with the subject 
of alien visitation. 


THE ANTI-X-FILES 
The ufological plot thickened in 1978 when 
Col Coleman - who had acted as the USAF's 


official liaison for Robert Emenegger's docu- : 
: acclimatising the public to UFO reality and 
: politically manipulating their perceptions 

1 of the phenomenon in the process. Corso 

: referred to this strategy as “camouflage 

; through limited disclosure". “We never 

: hid the truth from anybody,” he said, “we 

: just camouflaged it. It was always there [in 

: documents, books, TV shows and movies], 

: people just didn't know what to look for ог 

i recognise it for what it was when they found 
: it. And they found it over and over again.” 


mentary - produced an NBC drama series 
called Project UFO (1978-79), a sort of 1970s 
equivalent of The X-Files, but in which the 
main characters usually wound up debunk- 
ing the veracity of the UFO incidents at 

the end of each episode. This was the polar 
opposite approach to that of X-Files agent 
Fox Mulder, whose defiant mantra “the 
truth is out there” became the catchphrase 
for a generation of conspiracy theorists. 

It is highly unusual, to say the least, for a 
commercial television series to be produced 
by a high ranking military officer, but that 
this was the very same officer who had 
promised UFO landing footage for use in a 
government-approved documentary justa 
few years earlier, coupled with the fact that 
the series was entirely based around official 


: government reports, suggests that a political . 
: agenda was being pursued. 


By now, many a sane reader will prob- 


: ably be puzzled, seeking an answer to the 

: first rational question that comes to mind: 

; “Just what on Earth is going on here?" Why, 
: first of all, has the US government taken a 

Í historical interest in something as far out as 
: flying saucers? More to the point, why has 

{ the government's concern about the subject 
: been so serious that it has actually seen 

| fitto manage public perception of UFOs 

: by attempting to influence the content of 

: major films, as appears to be the case? 

i The late Lt Col Phillip J Corso, who served : 
: on the National Security Council during the 
i Eisenhower Administration and who was 

: formerly chief of the Pentagon's Foreign 

: Technology desk, claimed that the product- 
: jon of flying saucer movies was actively 

: encouraged by government-led UFO study 

: groups during the 1950s. The goal, claimed 

: Corso, was to simultaneously fictionalise 

: UFOs (through their association with Holly- 
i wood entertainment) and to actualise them 


in the mind of the passive viewer, thereby 


Perhaps - as many believe - the govern- 


: mentis trying to acclimatise the public to 

i the notion of alien visitation. Or perhapsit : 
гі peddling disinformation as a smokescreen : 
; for more mundane, though no less secretive, 
; government projects. UFO movies may even 
: bea facet of a US psychological warfare 


: CIA records show that as early as 1952 the 

: Agency was seriously considering the poss- 

i ibility of exploiting the phenomenon “from 
: a psychological warfare point of view, either 
i offensively or defensively”. 


: “want to believe” the US government when 
: it says it no longer takes an interest in 

і UFOs. Certainly, we all “want to believe” 

: that Hollywood entertainment is just that — 
: entertainment, rather than disinformation. 
} But the picture emerging is of a government | 
: confronted by an issue potentially so fantas- | 


: doors) like a cosmic hot potato from one | 
: administration to the next and spun out of | 
: all recognition by an industry only too aware | 
: of the dollar potential of little green men. 

: Perhaps, then, we might skew The X-Files's 

: other famous mantra to highlight what 

; seems to be the only truth of this weird and 

: wonderful issue: The Lies Are Out There... 


programme. Far-fetched as this might sound, 


To paraphrase agent Mulder: we may 


tical that it has been thrown (behind closed 


: For those interested in the subject of 

i Hollywood's relationship with UFO research 
: the X-CONFERENCE 2009 will be looking at 
i this and related subjects. 

i For more information go to: 

: www.x-conference.com 
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HAVE YOUR SAY 


Fictitious facts 


DAVID HAMBLING advises forteans not to succumb to False 
Authority Syndrome when consulting reference books, online 
resources... or even, in Some cases, maps. 


DAVID HAMBLING is a freelance jour- 
nalist and longstanding FT contributor. 

" His Weapons Grade: Revealing the Links 
Between Modem Warfare and Our High- 
Tech World was published in 2005. 


gn FT243:73, reader Rosemary Regan 
Г asked about fictitious entries in refer- 
Bence works... Or did she? 

The solid printed reference book is 
the ultimate authority for most of us; 
while we may not believe everything 
just because it’s there in black and 
white, it is the gold standard for reli- 
ability. Unfortunately, even the most 
respectable textbooks contain deliber- 
ate untruths. 

Sometimes the inaccuracies show a 
spirit of playfulness. Compiling refer- 
ence works is a tedious business, and 
there is the temptation to slip in some 
humour. This dates back at least to 1775, 
when Dr Johnson allowed himself a 
few jokey definitions in his celebrated 
dictionary: 

“Monsieur: a term of reproach for a 
Frenchman” 

And, famously - 

“Lexicographer: a writer of dictionar- 
ies; a harmless drudge that busies him- 
self in tracing the original and detailing 
the signification of words.” 

The tradition is carried on by works 
such as Chambers, whose 2006 diction- 
ary includes entries such as “Mullet: a 
hairstyle that is short at the front, long 
at the back, and ridiculous all round.” 
Sometimes compilers add entire joke 
entries, like the ‘steinlaus’ or stone 
louse, an imaginary rock-eating creature 
in the German medical dictionary Pschy- 
rembel Klinisches Wörterbuch. The entry 
was removed after the 1996 edition, 
but returned in extended form after a 
campaign by readers. 

These fictitious entries are sometimes 
created as copyright traps to detect 
Plagiarism. For example, The New 
Oxford American Dictionary, in August 
2005, contains the word ‘esquivalience’, 
defined as “the wilful avoidance of one’s 
official responsibilities”. Since the word 


did not exist previously, 
any other dictionary 
containing esquivali- 
ence must have been 
illegally copied from 
the New Oxford. How- 
ever, publicity around 
the discovery of the 
fake word means that 
esquivalience has been 
picked up and used 

as a real word - which 
presumably means that 
it can now legitimately 
be included in other 
dictionaries. 

Such fictitious 
entries are sometimes 
called Mountweazels, after Lillian Virg- 
inia Mountweazel, who was invented as 
a copyright trap in the 1975 New Colum- 
bia Encyclopedia. The entry describes 
her as a fountain designer and photo- 
grapher who had published a collection 
of pictures of American mailboxes. They 
are also called Nihilartikels, a German 
term literally meaning ‘nothing article’. 
However Nihilartikel itself appears to 
be a made-up word originating in the 
German version of Wikipedia - but this 
may only make it more appropriate. 

Copyright traps are commonly added 
to maps, which are perhaps more likely 
to be plagiarised than reference books. 
In Mythconceptions [FT147:28], Mat 
Coward repeated the Ordnance Survey's 
claim that they never introduce imagin- 
ary elements in their maps. This may be 
true, but it makes them unusual. 

The A-Z Map Company, publishers of 
the popular guide to London's streets, 
has a particular technique that avoids 
misleading map users. Where a new 
street is being constructed which has not 
been named, the A-Z map will include 
a made-up name as a copyright trap. 
One such trap street was ‘Bartlett Place’ 
which has now been given its permanent 
name ‘Broadway Walk’. They also intro- 
duce the occasional new street, such as 
Lye Close in Bristol. *The company says 
that such streets are usually cul-de-sacs 


SEND FORUM SUBMISSIONS TO: THE EDITOR, FORTEAN TIMES, 
DENNIS PUBLISHING, 30 CLEVELAND STREET, 
LONDON W1T 4JD, UK, OR TO david_sutton@dennis.co.uk. 


Lexicographer 
Samuel Johnson, by 
Joshuah Reynolds. 


1 http:/tinyurl.com/ 
Swijhgj (Guardian). 


2 http:/tinyurl.com/ 


850hj7 (alphadictionary. 


com). 
http:/tinyurl.com/ 


93j4xd (Lords’ Hansard). 


www. jstor.org/pss/ 
1839450. 


www.snopes.com/ 
lost/false.asp. 


For more on map 
mistakes, see 
FT153:55. 


put in out-of-the-way places that would 
be unlikely to confuse anyone. 

Cartographical copyright traps may 
leak over into reality. Maps made in the 
1930s by the General Drafting Company 
included the fictitious settlement of 
Agloe at a road intersection in the 
Catskills in New York State. This was 
invented by mapmakers Otto G Lindberg 
and his assistant, Ernest Alpers, by com- 
bining their initials. A shop called Agloe 
General Store was then built on the 
intersection. The owner had been given 
the name by the county administration 
because — of course – it appeared on their 
maps. The State of Idaho may have taken 
its name from a nonexistent place, but 
this is disputed. * 

Some fictitious entries might be there 
for less noble reasons. Viscount Falkland 
recalls that in his days as an editorial 
assistant on a Writers’ Who's Who, there 
was conflict between the manager and a 
senior editor. The editor took his revenge 
by crafting subtle fictitious entries, such 
as a travel writer supposed to have writ- 
ten works such as 1936: Across Ethiopia 
with Pan and Pen. * 

Elsewhere one suspects that compilers 
who are paid for each entry might be 
taking advantage of the obscurity of 
their field. Appleton’s Cyclopaedia of 
American Biography contains no fewer 
than 14 fictitious botanists. * Possibly the 
botany contributor counted (success- 
fully) on editors not checking his work. 

More seriously for forteans, the defin- 
itive online reference for urban legends, 
Snopes.com, includes some fictitious 
entries. A section of their site called the 
Repository of Lost Legends (or TroLL) 
includes several tales that are described 
as being true. These include such 
unlikely stories as the Titanic showing 
an early silent version of The Poseidon 
Adventure when it hit an iceberg, and 
that the nursery rhyme “Sing а Song Of 
Sixpence" was a coded signal by pirate 
crews to attract new recruits in taverns. 

Both of these have been picked up by 
compilers of trivia and retailed as amaz- 
ing ‘facts’. But as is explained elsewhere 
on the Snopes website, * TroLL was cre- 
ated as an example of the risk of “False 
Authority Syndrome” which is the result 
of readers “taking as gospel any one 
information outlet’s unsupported word”. 
A reference work seeking to undermine 
the authority of reference works is highly 
subversive - and very fortean. 

But don’t take my word for it... 
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HIGH STRANGENESS 


Missing time? 


IAN H MACHELL offers a possible explanation for the memory 
gaps and physical effects associated with the ‘time storm’ 
phenomenon discussed recently in the pages of Fortean Times. 


IAN MACHELL has a long history in 
telecomms and IT management with 
the Royal Corps of Signals, two uni- 
versities and a major power company. 
His interests range from dowsing to 
cosmology, and he is now writing a 
book on the latter. 


urther to the intriguing debate about 

time storms [FT240:40-44, 243:74], 

let’s consider the following. The 
‘perception’ of time is subjective. When 
we're engrossed in some unusual, or 
pleasurable, or frightening, activity and 
we're concentrating hard on it, time seems 
to pass unusually quickly and electrical 
activity increases in our brains. Con- 
versely, time seems to pass more slowly 
when we're bored and electrical activity 
in our brains reduces. Could this be a link 
to the ‘missing time’ phenomenon? 

No, not really. It doesn't fit - it’s back 
to front. The witnesses were certainly 
involved with something unusual and 
possibly frightening, yet most of them 
reported that time seemed to slow down 
for them, rather than speed up. We can 
therefore probably rule that out as an 
explanation for time storms. 

Admittedly, alterations to the percept- 
ion of time could be due to a temporary 
aberration in a person’s brain that alters 
the strength, direction, frequency or 
speed of the electrical impulses inside it. 
But we must rule that out as well, since 
several multiple-witness events were 
reported. It’s highly improbable that all 
their brains spontaneously malfunctioned 
in exactly the same way, at the same time, 
unless they all responded to the same 
external stimulus. 

We also know that electrical activity in 
the brain registers on monitors via induct- 
ion, i.e. without a direct connection. Con- 
versely, external electromagnetic fields 
can induce altered electrical activity in 
the brain, or in many brains simultan- 
eously, so these could alter the perception 
of time and be a factor in ‘missing time’. 

We must be careful about the concept 
of time, though. Time doesn’t have any 
physical properties or characteristics of 
its own. It doesn’t exist as an entity in its 
own right, so we can’t see it, touch it or 
manipulate it in any way - and vice versa. 
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It's just a series of man-made units, based 
on naturally occurring cycles, devised to 
quantify the duration of events and their 
order of occurrence relative to each other. 

Time doesn’t ‘flow’ in any particular 
direction; neither forwards, nor 
backwards, nor sideways. Once a 
particular cycle has occurred, we 
can't make it happen again (other 
than via memory). Neither can we 
bring forward a cycle that is due to 
occur in the future and 
experience it now. It's 
just that every event starts 
at a particular point in these transitions, 
or natural cycles, and lasts for a measur- 
able number of them. 

Time is not even constant. We can 
change the periodicity of the natural 
cycles of a few particles and some objects 
(but not those of the whole Universe!) by 
varying the strengths of the gravitational 
or electromagnetic fields around them. 

We can speed up those cycles by 
adding heat, or slow them down by 
removing it. And we know that electric 
currents and radiation (e.g. microwaves) 
generate heat and cause burns. Gravity 
also increases heat as it attracts more and 
more matter to an object, which all sticks 
together and becomes compressed. It's 
the same principle as operating a bicycle 
pump with a finger over the air outlet. It 
compresses the air inside it, which makes 
that air – and therefore the pump - hotter. 

We can also slow down natural cycles 
and clocks (including atomic clocks, 
biological clocks and bioelectrical cycles) 
by accelerating them to relativistic 
speeds close to the speed of light. But 
there's no evidence that any witness, let 
alone every witness, in the FT240 case 
histories physically travelled anywhere at 
relativistic speeds, so we can rule that out 
as irrelevant for time storms. 

Since time is not an entity, we can't 
do anything with it, or to it. We certainly 
can't travelin it, or through it, or bypass 
it. We should leave speculation about 
time travel to mathematicians and to the 
imaginations of science fiction writers. 

We can't change our temporal relat- 
ionship to the rest of the Universe by 
pausing, rewinding, or fast-forwarding 
every natural cycle in it while keeping 


^Time 


storms" 
could be the 
big brothers 


of ball 


lightning 


сорт, ПП 


those of our own bodies ticking over at 
the same rate. Nor can we consciously 
pause, rewind, or fast-forward the bio- 
logical and bioelectrical cycles in our 
own bodies and brains, while all the other 
natural cycles of the Universe continue 
unchanged. However, an exceptionally 
powerful energy field or anomaly - far 
stronger than the energies of our body - 
located outside but in close proximity to 
the body could conceivably do just that. 
So, although we can personally experi- 
ence subjective changes to our perception 
of time, we can't alter the nature, or flow, 
of time itself. Therefore, time storms can 
only be subjective changes to people's 
perceptions of the rate of flow of time, 
which occurred inside the brain, but were 


caused by some external force or energy. 


Td go even further than that. Wit- 
nesses think time slows (perception) but 
time itself isn't actually affected and 
continues as normal (reality) everywhere 
else. The difference between perception 
and reality is the amount of time that the 
witnesses think is ‘missing’ - but there 
isn't really any missing at all. As time 
isn't an entity, it can't go missing. These 
symptoms can only be, quite literally, ‘all 
in the minds' of the witnesses, even if the 
cause is external. 

Tm afraid the term ‘time storm’ is 
a misnomer though, since an altered 
perception of time is not the primary 
symptom of the encounter. It’s just one 
of many effects, mostly electromagnetic, 
electrostatic, radiactive, and gravitat- 
ional. The only commonality between 


that they all seem 

to result from comparatively 
rare occurrences of clouds of 
exceptionally powerful energy. The 
clouds may not contain any matter, since 
they don’t seem to have any solidity and 
appear to drift around, as if unaffected 
by gravity. If they do contain matter, 
there must be very little of it, or it could 
be in the form of plasma (which is actu- 
ally quite likely, due to the high energy 
content of the clouds). But we don’t know 
for sure. A different term such as “апоша- 
lous energy’, or ‘energy anomalies’, 
would probably be more appropriate 
than ‘time storms’. 

I suggest ball lightning as a possible 
candidate for at least one form of these 
energy anomalies, potentially for all of 
them. I’ve only had one ‘close encounter’ 
with ball lightning, and that was over 
30 years ago. I was helping to install a 
telephone exchange in Cyprus when it 
appeared above the open cable pit in the 
main exchange equipment room. It was a 
misty, bluish, sphere, roughly 8in (20cm) 
in diameter, which hissed and hummed 
alittle. It made noises just like those 
we commonly hear around overhead 
high-tension electricity grid cables. It 
slowly rose (apparently defying gravity!) 
straight up the main distribution frame 
(MDE) adjacent to the cable pit, to about 
5ft (1.5m) above the floor. 

Asit rose past the cable units fixed to 
the МОЕ it blew (loudly!) many of the 
fuses and lightning protectors on the 
units nearest to its path. Therefore the 
amount of energy contained in even this 
relatively small ball must initially have 
been significant. During this part of its 
journey, it gradually changed colour to 


them is \ 
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a misty orange and shrank to about 

half its original diameter, so it must 
have dissipated some of its energy in 
the process. 

The ball then floated slowly down to 

a height of about 2in (5cm) above the 
thermoplastic floor tiles and drifted 
horizontally away from the MDF for a few 
metres, to the inside of the nearest exter- 
nal wall of the exchange. When it reached 
the wall, it seemed to dematerialise, 
fading out completely. Either it passed 
right through the wall and continued on 
its journey, or it ‘merged’ with the wall, 
or, more likely, it dissipated the rest of its 
energy into the wall. The event probably 
lasted for less than a minute, though it 
seemed a lot longer. 

There are several similarities between 
the little ball of energy I saw and those in 
the FT240 case histories. The latter could 
just have been the bigger cousins of the 
former. Although ball lightning is not yet 
fully understood, it certainly deserves 
further research, as it could account for 
many other strange phenomena as well, 
from ‘earth lights’ to crop circles. 

Could it account for some UFO 
reports, too? The similarities are undeni- 
able both describe balls of light and 
occasionally feature ‘missing time’. Both 
sometimes involve vehicles losing power 
and their lights dimming. (Incidentally, 
such vehicle problems often occur when 
vehicles pass close to high-power radio 
transmitters, so here's another link to 
electromagnetism). Both occasionally 
describe balls of light apparently defying 
gravity, or following (or being attracted 
to?) people or vehicles, which could also 
be due to electromagnetic, or electro- 
static, attraction. 

Surely, a cloud of energy powerful 
enough to affect vehicle electrics like 
that ought to be strong enough to play 
tricks with people’s minds, too. It could 
not only alter the electrical current 


flows in the brain, inducing 

A perceptions of missing 

\ time, but also affect the 

central nervous system, 

giving the impression 

of weakness, or a lack 

of coordination, or a 

struggle against gravity 

that's apparently become 

stronger than normal. It 

seems as if mental and/ 

or bioelectrical energies 

are swamped, suppressed, 

depleted, or overpowered 

by the cloud's energy just 

as vehicles' electrical 

В сс systems аге affected. In 
other words, both people 

and vehicles seem to suffer from the 

same ‘extraneous electrical interference’. 

Medical histories show that problems 
in the brains of stroke patients often also 
cause coordination difficulties, though 
they usually result from blockages (clots) 
in the blood supply to the brain. Victims 
of knockout blows, or lightning strikes, 
often show brain/coordination problems, 
too. The symptoms can be so catastrophic 
that the whole brain/body system ceases to 
function normally for a while. The victims 
lapse into unconsciousness, or even coma. 
It surely can't be coincidental that they 
lose all sense of *time' during the event; 
their first questions on coming round are 
often: “What happened? How long have І 
been out? What time is it?” 

Indeed, since the brain is directly conn- 
ected to the nervous system, it would be 
more remarkable if coordination remained 
normal every time the brain was zapped 
—and vice versa. Ball lightning seems to 
satisfy all the above criteria, and more. 

There's still one piece missing from 
the jigsaw, though. Some physical link 
between electromagnetism and gravity 
may be necessary to explain the apparent 
variations in the weight of people (if they 
don't turn out to be due to external inter- 
ference with the electrics of their brains | 
and/or their nervous systems) and the 
weight changes to vehicles (if they don't 
turn out to be due to external interference | 
with their ignition circuits or engine man- | 
agement systems). Unless, of course, they 
were simply attracted upwards, or repelled 
downwards, by magnetic or electrostatic, 
forces - which are, after all, only aspects of 
electromagnetism. 

I can show that a link between electro- 
magnetism and gravity exists, but Рт 
afraid it would be way beyond the scope 
of this essay. But before we go that far, it 
would probably be better to try to confirm, 
or eliminate, electromagnetic causes for 

the weight changes, since most of the 
other effects reported can be accounted 
for by electromagnetism.[33 
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Kicking up a stink 


Once again, DR KARL SHUKER discovers a cryptozoological conundrum in 


the unlikeliest of places. 


Dr KARL SHUKER is a zoologist, 
lecturer and a regular FT contrib- 
utor. His latest book is Dinosaurs 
and Other Prehistoric Animals 
on Stamps - А Worldwide Cata- 
logue (CFZ Press, 2008). 


"ve said it before, but it’s well worth 

repeating - mystifying creatures 

can turn up in the most unexpected 

locations, and the following example 
is certainly no exception. 

To those of us of a certain age, the 
name Barbara Woodhouse is fondly 
associated with the staccato cry “Walk- 
ies!”, uttered by a Joyce Grenfellesque 
lady of the genteel English schoolma'am 
variety that, sadly, seems to have quietly 
expired in these much more thrusting, 
belligerent, modern times. She acquired 
national - indeed international - fame 
rather late in life, aged 70, when in 1980 
her idiosyncratic show Training Dogs 
The Woodhouse Way was first screened 
on British television and soon attained 
cult status, as a result of which she 
became one of the most recognisable, 
and parodied, personalities of the 1980s. 
Nevertheless, there seemed to be no 
connection between the redoubtable Ms 
Woodhouse and cryptozoology — at least, 
that is, until I was reading through her 
autobiography Talking To Animals (1954) 
and - while perusing a section concern- 
ing her life as a young woman training 
horses in Argentina - stumbled upon the 
following fascinating, though perplexing, 
paragraph: 

*Shortly after the storm [she had 
been describing the aftermath of a very 
violent storm that had hit their estate 
the previous evening], the foreman's 
little son came rushing up to say that 
all his pet rabbits had gone and that in 
the cage instead was a baby skunk. The 
mother had perished in the storm and lay 
dead by the cage. How that living little 
skunk had got into the undamaged cage, 
and the rabbits out of it, was beyond our 
understanding. In the mother's pouch 
were two dead babies. Experts cannot 
account for a skunk with a pouch, and try 
to persuade me that she was a 'possum. 
But she was no "possum: she had the 
bushy tail of a skunk and was identical 
with the skunk picture in Cassell's Book 
of Knowledge. She did have a pouch: I 
examined her closely." 
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"Experts can't 
account for a 
skunk with a 
pouch" 


Woodhouse then went on to describe 
how she attempted to care for the 
alleged baby skunk by rearing it and 
feeding it in a cottonwool-lined pocket 
of her riding skirt, noting that it success- 
fully fed and survived in this makeshift 
pouch for a week before ultimately 
dying after escaping from the pouch one 
night and becoming severely chilled. 

Skunks, of which there are at least 10 
recognised species, were traditionally 


ABOVE: Barbara 
Woodhouse during 
the height of her 
Success hosting 
the popular TV 
show Training Dogs 
The Woodhouse 
Way. 


FACING PAGE, TOP: 
A hog-nosed skunk, 
a variety found in 
South America. 


classed as mustelids 
(members of the weasel 
family), but more recently, 
based upon genetic 
studies, these infamously 
malodorous mammals 
have been allocateda 
taxonomic family of their 
own. However, although 
they do exhibit quitea 
diversity of morphologies, 
none of them has a pouch- 
a taxonomically significant 
anatomical feature specific 
to marsupials. Moreover, 
only the hog-nosed skunks 
(genus Conepatus, compris- 
ing four or five species, 
depending upon opinion) 
are native to South 
America, and only two of 
these species are known to 
occur in Argentina. 
Consequently, I find 
myself in agreement with 
the unnamed experts who 
claimed that Woodhouse’s 
‘pouched skunk’ was 
a possum - or, to be 
accurate, an American 
opossum, of which many 
species in several genera 
have been described. 
Having said that, the 
fundamental problem with 
this identity is that none of the known 
species of American opossum bears any 
real degree of similarity to a skunk. 
True, the black-shouldered opossum 
Caluromysiops irrupta has distinctive 
black shoulders, a black dorsal stripe, 
and dark feet and tail that contrast 
markedly with the much paler fur on the 
rest of its body, but it is hardly skunk- 
like. And the distal portion of its tail is 
unfurred and rat-like, thereby bearing 
no resemblance to the uniformly furred 
tail of a skunk. Conversely, there is 
another species, Glironia venusta, which 
is actually known as the bushy-tailed 
opossum because of its unusually thick, 
densely furred tail; however, it lacks 
any black-and-white fur coloration 
reminiscent of a skunk’s, and as with the 
previous species its tail’s distal portion 
is unfurred. Even the yapok or water 
opossum Chironectes minimus, whose 
distinctive black and pale grey fur may 


conceivably invite comparisons with 
skunks by observers poorly acquainted 
with these latter mammals, can be read- 
ily eliminated from further consider- 
ation by virtue of its very slender, wholly 
unfurred tail. As for the thick-tailed 
opossum Lutreolina crassicaudata, its 
pelage (especially in females) also has 
dark and light markings, though these 
are far less prominent than those of the 
yapok; however, although it has a thicker 
tail than the yapok, this is still far less 
bushy than that of a skunk. Moreover, of 
the species noted here, only the yapok 
and thick-tailed opossum are native to 
Argentina anyway. 

So what could Woodhouse's pouched 
skunk have been? I have even consid- 
ered briefly the possibility that the adult 
female animal found dead was a genuine 
skunk that was heavily pregnant, and 
that the shock of the storm had caused 
one of her babies to be born prema- 
turely, with Woodhouse mistaking this 
mother skunk's vagina and uterus for a 
pouch! However, this all seems highly 
improbable, especially as Woodhouse 
was someone with considerable experi- 
ence from a very early age of caring for 
and handling animals. 

Iwould have dearly loved the 
opportunity to contact Woodhouse in 
order to elicit more details concerning 
her baffling little beastie, but sadly she 
died in 1988, long before I discovered 
her account of it. There is still one way, 
however, of shedding just a little more 
light on this mystery - perhaps. 

Does anyone out there have a copy 
of Cassell's Book of Knowledge, which 
Iam assuming must date from around 
the 1920s or 1930s, bearing in mind that 
Barbara Woodhouse was born in 1910 
and lived in Argentina for more than 
three years during her 20s? If so, Га love 
to see its picture of a skunk, because 
this would give some idea of what her 
supposed pouched variety looked like 
(bearing in mind that there are several 
very different skunk morphologies, 
depending upon the species in quest- 
ion). That in turn may provide clues as 
to its real identity — unless, of course, 
by any remote chance it really was a 
pouched skunk, and thereby constituted 
a still-undescribed and dramatically 
different species. 
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Parallel lives and (near) death 


Afresh theory about near-death experiences suggests the dying brain separates into 
two loci and may account for phenomena such as doppelgangers and maya 
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The Daemon 
A Guide to Your Extraordinary Secret Self 
Anthony Peake 


Arcturus Books 2008 


For several decades, serious 
books on near-death experiences 
(NDEs) and out-of-body experi- 
ences have concentrated on 
gathering narrative accounts by 
increasingly ingenious methods, 
aiming primarily at obtaining 
the approval of medical and sci- 
entific colleagues for a ‘fringe’ 
subject. Most of these authors 
conspicuously avoid theorising, 
in part because analysis of such 
experiences can quickly become 
weighed down in vague, religious 
debates which alienate the very 
professionals they were hoping 
to impress; or because, despite 
the mounting archive of impress- 
ive cases, no one has been brave 
enough to venture a non-religious 
theory... or rather, a fresh theory. 
Anthony Peake is embarked on 
just such a venture. 

In Demon, he expands upon 
a hypothesis introduced in his 
previous book, Is There Life After 
Death?, that there is enfolded 
within our brain structure 
something like a hologram that 
encodes everything - thoughts, 
deeds, data etc – about our self 
and its life. When this is trig- 
Bered just before death, or by a 
potentially fatal condition, we 


experience what has come to be 
called a ‘past life review’. His 
arguments draw on quantum 
effects, holograms and neuro- 
chemistry, leading to some 
startling observations. Especially 
important to his developing 
theory is the fact that endogenous 
secretions known to be associ- 
ated with NDEs are identical to 
those that trigger temporal lobe 
epileptic seizures. Many sufferers 
of such seizures have reported 
NDE-like phenomena, including 
sensations of time slowing down 
and enhanced déja vu, which 
combined to produce subjective 
‘past life’ experiences and even 
premonitory ‘memories’ of future 
events. 

Peake gets even more creat- 
ive, suggesting that something 
strange happens to the dying 
brain. Consciousness itself 
separates into two different loci. 
One part - which he names the 
Eidolon - experiences the life 
review, re-living every moment 
and sensation as though it were 
for the first time. The other 
part - the eponymous Demon, 
which in effect is a continuation 
of consciousness - is fully aware 
of the whole life but largely 
unable to interfere or affect the 
re-run. Inevitably, any ‘leakage’ 
of information from the Demon 
to the Eidolon during this phase 
is perceived by the Eidolon as 
precognition. Peake goes on to 
theorise that for each quantum 
of change that the Demon, delib- 
erately or accidentally, is able to 
effect in the ‘review’ experience, 
a new ‘universe’ branches off, 
working out the consequences 
of that change to the life. It is a 
motif used in movies such as Won- 
derful Life (1946), Jacob’s Ladder 
(1990), Groundhog Day (1993) and 
Vanilla Sky (2001). 


“Many sufferers 
of temporal lobe 
epilepsy have 
reported NDE-like 


phenomena” 
ea LS 


The neurology chapters are 
equally fascinating, reviewing so- 
called ‘split brain’ cases in which 
physical damage (or surgery) pre- 
vents one hemisphere commun- 
icating with the other. For most 
of us, normal communication 
between the two takes place 
seamlessly and unconsciously, 
but neurologists have recently 
demonstrated that, when isolated, 
a separate consciousness “can run 
in parallel” in each hemisphere. 
The research seem to confirm 
that Peake’s Eidolon (the sense 
of ‘me’) usually resides in the 
dominant left, and the Daemon 
(the ‘silent witness’) in the other, 
non-dominant, half. 

While some authorities believe 
these parallel selves are created 
by the division of the brain, 
others - including Peake - are not 
so sure. For example, he cites NY 
University neurologist Michael 
Gazzaniga (author of The Bisected 
Brain): “Just as conjoined twins 
are two people sharing a common 
body, the callosum-sectioned 
human has two separate con- 
scious spheres sharing a common 
brain stem, head and body.” This 
is quite a different thing to the 

condition known as ‘multiple 
personality’ in which a mind may 
remain a whole entity but contain 
several distinct personalities. 

Any communication from the 
‘other self? seems confusing, 
paradoxical, even magical or 
paranormal. Temporary states of 


this nature may account, thinks 
Peake, for stories of encounters 
with one’s doppelganger. He also 
mentions significant experiments 
by Dr Michael Persinger, in which 
brains stimulated in certain ways 
by electromagnetic fields produce 
a sensation of a phantom ‘visitor’. 
Could the ‘shining being’ encoun- 
tered by some NDEers be repre- 
sentations of their own other half, 
or Demon? And is that the same 
entity that the great research 
psychologist Dr Ernest Hilgard 
called the ‘Hidden Observer’? 
Some religious metaphysics 
comes into it, inevitably, but 
not clumsily. Indian religion, for 
example, includes the central 
concept of maya, the proposition 
that the phenomenal universe 
surrounding us is an ephemeral 
illusion and not the ultimate real- 
ity. Peake finds correspondences 
in other belief systems, from 
Africa to the Far East. Curiously, 
the nearest to his own hypoth- 
esis - that besides our physical 
bodies we are composed of an 
everyday mind, a sub-conscious 
and a ‘higher self’ — are the Theo- 
sophists and the Kahuna teach- 
ings from Hawaii. 
Peake’s whole proposition, 
of course, means that we might 
never be certain whether what 
we are experiencing directly 
now is an original life or an end- 
lessly looped re-run. We are like 
Chuang-Tzu, unable to determine 
whether he was a man who 
dreamed he was a butterfly or 
vice versa. A ‘real life’ example 
of this enigma is when Emile 
Zola wrote about trapped miners 
dying in poisoned air; was this 
based “on some form of ‘future 
memory’ of his own death when 
he was smothered by fumes from 
his coke stove”? That conundrum, 
Continued on next page 


ros 57 


www.forteantimes.com 


empus fugit, or not 


A study of Time that excludes some essential post-classical 
material — and omits clocks and philosophy - fails to excite 
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This book by Princeton Latinist 
Feeney is hardcore classics, 
though the translations of 

Greek and Latin passages help, 
and coincides with a some- 

what superior rival, Katherine 
Clarke's Making Time for the Past. 

Feeney made two poor decis- 
ions: he excluded much post- 
classical material; and (unlike 
Clarke) disdains everyday life. 
Augustine creeps unindexed 
into a footnote, his pioneering 
theories of Time skated over 
and those of the Cappadocian 
Church Fathers ignored. John 
Lydus's On the Months is omitted, 
as is Eunapius's pungent ridicule 
of precision dating and histor- 
ianə zeal for synchronicity. 

On everyday matters, Feeney, 
for example, eschews clocks, 
save a skimpy and misindexed 
allusion to Renaissance ones, 
thus depriving readers of such 
delights as Lucian’s “roaring 
water-clock”, men with portable 
sundials and the tart nicknamed 
‘Water-Clock’ for thus timing her 
customers’ erotic efforts. 

Lewis Mumford observed 
that *the clock, not the steam 
engine, is the key machine of the 
modern industrial age": how far 
were ancient lives ruled by time? 
Were there speed records for 
Olympic racing or cooking times 
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in Apicius's recipes? 

Apart from a brief mention 
of Pythagoreanism, Feeney is 
light on ancient philosophy - 
Parmenides and Zeno could 
challenge Stephen Hawking. 
He ignores Richard Sorabji's 
magnificent Time, Creation and 
the Continuum. He's also light 
on modern philosophy (stray 
allusions to Maurice Bloch and 
company merely titillate) and 
weak on Internet sources, so the 
rich bibliography of the Time 
Perceptions website, for instance, 
is largely unused. 

An arresting start proclaims 
‘time’ the commonest English 
noun. Cognate pronouncements 
that centuries and decades are 
modernisms are refuted by their 
OED dates (1584, 1606, 1625). 
Still, the Les Murray quotation 
compensates, and kudos also for 
adducing Mark Twain and PG 
Wodehouse. 

Contra Feeney, Josephus and 
Dio Cassius imply that classical 
Romans did have a word for 
week, while Greek and Latin 
dictionaries suggest there was a 
word for date. 

Feeney bangs on about the 
ancient discombobulation 
caused by lack of universal 
calendars and international 
time-zones. Byzantium realised 
the latter, but I doubt parochial 
Greek writers (Herodotus 
honourably apart) gave it much 
thought, or ordinary Greeks any. 
Are our verbal communications 
disturbed by the existence of 
c.7,000 languages? Canadians 
live unworriedly in a land with 
five time-zones and not all prov- 
inces observing Daylight Saving. 

Feeney never uses one word 
when 23 will do: it is hard to 
keep a clear head amid verbose 
babblings such as *Athenocent- 
ric centripetal momentum”, and 
there is “Pseuds’ Corner” potent- 
ial in passages such as “locked 
into the eternal regress that the 
paradigm of reenactment always 
threatens”. 


On the credit side: his soccer 
offside Romulus analogy. 
Despite a 30-page biblio- 
graphy, gaps yawn. There is 
no mention of Charles Jones 
on Bede’s chronology, Mike 
Spathaky on the Gregorian 
calendar, Tanja Itgenshorst on 
Fasti Triumphales, or Geraldine 
Herbert-Brown on Ovid’s Fasti 
(a Feeney preoccupation). Teas- 
ing out temporal significance 
from Catullus, Horace, and 
Virgil is ground well-tilled in 
Paul Schwindt’s unmentioned La 
Représentation du Temps dans la 
Poésie Augusténne. Feeney’s com- 
parative approach would have 
been enriched by, for instance, 
Kapila Vatsyayan’s Concept of 
Time and/or Archiv Mittag’s 
Zeitkonzepte in China. 
Select carpings: too much 
is made of Gellius’s historical 
sketch, expressly meant as an 
aide mémoire; pages 102 and 
257 contradict on early Roman 
archives; the Greeks were inter- 
ested in first-sailings; Catullus’s 
chief editors Fordyce and Quinn 
take his “Great Cesar” as seri- 
ous, not jocular; Virgil’s Georgics 
in fact do have dates; à propos 
Seleucids, there is a surprising 
failure to single out Ascalon’s 
Year One calendar innovation; 
Feeney stresses the priority 
of Caesar's calendar reform in 
Suetonius's biography, overlook- 
ing its last place in Dio Cassius. 
It is, though, accurately 
printed (a rarity since the 
extinction of sub-editors), the 
illustrations are excellent and 
despite my previous reserv- 
ations, I must applaud a biblio- 
graphy that favourably includes 
myself. There is a comprehensive 
index locorum and the general 
index passes muster, despite 
above-noted omissions and false 
references. 
Barry Baldwin 
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Continued from previous page 

Peake says, is an effect of the 
holographic nature of conscious- 
ness, every part of which contains 
an image of the whole. 

Whether each life - depicted 
by Peake as a ‘garden of forking 
paths’ - is ultimately subjective 
or objective, or some combination 
of both, is a puzzle that still has 
to be solved, as does the mystery 
of how our ‘virtual’ lives are not 
solipsistic but include interact- 
ions with other beings undergoing 
their own destinies. To extend 
a metaphor used by Charles 
Fort - of seemingly separate 
islands connected by the bed- 
rock beneath the waves - these 
*Bohmian Imax experiences", as 
Peake calls the life review, are all 
embedded in a vast (and probably 
unknowable) hypothetical holo- 
graphic universe. We cannot per- 
ceive the objective world directly 
as all interaction is conducted 
through derived sensations. 

Frequently, his narrative is 
drawn back to the enigma of 
*other life' experiences, illus- 
trated with many startling, 
extraordinary accounts. A 19-year- 
old Indian girl, for example, dying 
of an inoperable brain tumour, 
drifts into an epileptic-like 
dream-state in which she revisits 
the India of her childhood, inter- 
acting with people and events 
long since forgotten. The closer 
to her death, the more protracted 
and real her ‘virtual’ life became. 
She told her carers, “I’m dying. 
Im going home.” 

What is impressive is that a 
range of top physicists, doctors, 
psychiatrists and neurologists are 
now endorsing Peake’s reasoning 
as a promising line of inquiry. 

Despite the subtitle, ‘A guide to 
your extraordinary secret self’, 
The Demon is not a self-help 
book, at least not in the usual 
meaning of that term. It is some- 
thing far more exciting; an intelli- 
gent and imaginative synthesis, 

a tentative step towards under- 
standing what happens to us at 
the moment of death. In doing 

so, Peake seems to be shining a 
light on our equally mysterious 
inner life. 

Bob Rickard 
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The Masks 
of Christ 


Behind the Lies and Cover-Ups 
About the Man Believed to be God 
Lynn Picknett & Clive Prince 


Sphere 2008 
pb, 430pp, notes, bib, ind, £14.99, ISBN 9781847440761 


FORTEAN TIMES BOOKSHOP PRICE £13.49 


| THE MASKS Picknett and Prince 


г OF CHRIST pose a question at 
T the beginning of 

The Masks of Christ: 
Was Jesus's original 
message altered by 
Paul's Greek pagan ideas - or was 
Paul's Christianity true to Jesus's 
teachings, and did the Jerusalem 
Church led by Jesus's brother 
James impose traditional Jewish 
beliefs on his radical teachings? 
*Whether he was essentially 
Jewish or pagan is the single 
most important question that can 
ever be asked about Christ, since 
we can never begin to under- 
stand him without answering it." 

The subtitle's *Lies and 
cover-ups” don't appear much 
in the text. Much of the book is 
a fairly straightforward account 
of modern New Testament 
scholarship: the probable dating 
of the Gospels, the relation- 
ship between them, the editing 
and insertions which occurred 
along the way. Did Jesus speak a 
particular well-known saying, or 
were words put into his mouth 
by the Gospel writers, or by later 
editors, with their own agendas? 
When and how did the Jewish 
concept of Messiah, a human 
liberator, get changed into the 
Christian concept of Christ, the 
divine saviour? There's nothing 
much new in these chapters, 
but Picknett and Prince's likely 
readers may not have read more 
academic books on the subject. 

The chapter on the Passion 
and Resurrection is particularly 
good for detailing the inconsist- 
encies between the different 
Gospel accounts, demonstrating 
how the Jesus story was made 
to fit certain Old Testament 
prophecies - and for making the 
point that dying-and-rising gods 
Were a familiar part of the Greek 
pagan culture of the time. 

The weakest point in the book 
is when the authors start riding 
their familiar hobby-horse of the 
importance of John the Baptist, 


and his relationship with Jesus. 
Their arguments in the long chap- 
ter “Тһе Rival Christs’, though 
interesting, appear to have rather 
less scholarly support than is 
evident in much of the rest of the 
book, while words like ‘probably’ 
and ‘perhaps’ are rather more 
frequently used. 

Having stressed “the single 
most important question” in the 
Introduction, they touch on it only 
very briefly in a discussion of the 
Eucharist half way through the 
book, and don’t really return to 
it until the final chapter. On both 
occasions they openly contradict 
the majority of scholarly opinion. 
On the Eucharist, they dismiss 
the evidence of the Jewish Christ- 
ian Didache, generally agreed 
to be the earliest record of the 
Eucharist, but a very different 
Eucharist from the one that Paul 
describes, without Jesus’s familiar 
words “This is my body... This is 
my blood”. “Contrary to the con- 
sensus view,” Picknett and Prince 
write, “the evidence is overwhelm- 
ing that the words attributed to 
Jesus at the institution of the 
Eucharist formed part of the 
earliest and most fundamental 
Christian traditions.” If it’s so 
overwhelming, why do most schol- 
ars not agree with them? 

In the final chapter they outline 
“the prevailing... academic view” 
that Jesus’s agenda was Jewish, 
that the Jerusalem Church “was 
the true continuation of Jesus’s 
movement, and Paul’s Gentile 
version a radical departure that 
would have shocked Jesus.” But 
again they dismiss this majority 

scholarly opinion: “The historical 
evidence shows that this simple 
and straightforward picture 
is plainly and utterly wrong”. 
Really? Or does it just not happen 
to fit in with their own theories? 

When Picknett and Prince twice 
assert that the experts have got it 
completely wrong, with the flimsi- 
est of arguments to support their 
case, it diminishes the reader’s 
trust in them. And that’s a shame, 
because a good part of their book 
is a fairly sound summary of the 
findings of these same New Testa- 
ment scholars. 

David V Barrett 
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А revised edition of the book that 


A New Science 
of Life 
Rupert Sheldrake 


Icon Books 2009 
Pb, 370pp, illus, refs, ind, £9.99, ISBN 9781848310421 
FORTEAN TIMES BOOKSHOP PRICE £9.49 


Few books provoked as much 
controversy among scientists as 
A New Science of Life, which pro- 
poses a “hypothesis of formative 
causation”. According to biologist 
Rupert Sheldrake, “animals and 
plants draw upon and contribute 
to a collective memory of their 
species". Memory, Sheldrake 
argues, is “inherent in nature”. 
Crystals, molecules, even cosmic 
evolution, “follow the habits of 
their kind”. Since the book’s first 
publication in 1981, forteans have 
mined Sheldrake’s rich intellect- 
ual seam. Indeed, he specially 
addresses the hypothesis’s implic- 
ations for parapsychology. But 
formative causation is anathema 
to many scientists. When the 
first edition appeared, the then 
editor of Nature described A New 
Science of Life as an “infuriating 
tract” that “is the best candidate 
for burning there has been for 
many years”. The row ran for 
months in the letters pages. Such 
venom is an excellent reason to 
read the book and draw your own 
conclusions. 


outraged scientists remains compelling 
ee 


As A New Science of Life 
should be on every fortean’s 
reading list, the third edition 
is welcome. To bolster his case, 
Sheldrake marshals advances in, 
inter alia, quantum mechanics, 
genetics and developmental bio- 
logy since the first edition. For 
example, specialised proteins 
surround your DNA. Changing 
these alters gene expression. 
Critically, parent cells can pass 
certain changes to these pro- 
teins acquired during life on to 
their offspring. This and several 
related processes — epigenetics 
- аге very specific, very special- 
ised cases of the inheritance of 
acquired characteristics. Raising 
Lamarck's spectre would have 
been heresy in 1981. Now epi- 

genetics is an established article 
of biological faith. 

For me, none of Sheldrake's 
evidence is unequivocally 
conclusive, especially given the 
disparate phenomena. But back 
in the 1980s, the wealth of data 
Sheldrake collated led me to 
believe that formative causation 
was worthy of further investigat- 
ion. The circumstantial evidence 
is even more compelling today, 
and Pm even more persuaded that 
formative causation encapsul- 
ates a fundamental principle or 
principles that could bring new 
insights to several scientific disci- 
plines and paranormal research. 
Sheldrake suggests experiments 
that could help test his hypo- 
thesis. Let's hope some scientists 
are brave enough to try. 

Mark Greener 
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Man of a Thousand 
Faces 


DirJoseph Pevney, US 1957 


Eureka Entertainment, £15.99 


Impossible to imagine a project 
like this today, so anaemic a bunch 
are our contemporary screen 
actors and so far removed from 
either gritty reality or the mythic 
struggles of the old-fashioned 
showbiz narrative are their lives 
(although perhaps another art 
form, like opera, might serve 
better, as with Mark Anthony Turn- 
age's forthcoming work on the life 
of Anna Nicole Smith). 

This was 1957, though, and a 
period where a changing Holly- 
wood liked to look wistfully back 
at its fast-receding Golden Age and 
the larger-than-life personalities 
that had created a dream factory in 
the Californian hills (Forrest J Ack- 
erman was also insisting that *Lon 
Chaney Shall Not Die' in the pages 
of his Famous Monsters of Filmland 
at the same time; cinematic nostal- 
gia was being born). The silent era 
in particular was a heroic one both 
in front of the cameras and behind 
them, a time when actors were 
gods and goddesses and producers 
like wunderkind Irving Thalberg 
could inspire Scott Fitzgerald (who 
did his time in the script-mines) to 
write a novel like The Last Tycoon. 

Joseph Pevney's movie about 
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film's legendary *Mystery Man' Lon 
Chaney (superbly played by James 
Cagney) is simultaneously a typ- 
ical biopic, selective, streamlined 
and sometimes sensationalised, 
and an eye-on-the-Oscars meditat- 
jon on disability. It unfolds with a 
satisfying neatness: brought up by 
his deaf-mute parents, young Lon 
is singled out and bullied by the 
other kids for being different. Out 
of solidarity with mom and pop, 

he stops speaking and learns to 
sign - all useful training for a succ- 
essful career in Vaudeville, where 
his clowning relies on gesture and 
mime rather than the spoken word. 
Things only turn sour when Cleva 
Creighton (Dorothy Malone), the 
ambitious young singer he has 
married, wants to meet the parents 
before giving birth to LC Jnr. Гуе 
no idea what degree of prejudice 
deaf-mutes faced in those days, 
but when Cleva first claps eyes on 
them her reaction is pretty much 
that of Mary Philbin pulling off 
Chaney’s mask in his 1925 Phantom 
of the Opera. The film then traces 
the progress of Lon’s meteoric 
Hollywood career from extra to 
star out of the ashes of his marri- 
age - Chaney’s pantomimic talents 
make him, of course, a natural for 
silent movies, while his secret pain 
over his perceived difference will 
be the driving force behind his art, 
translating inner contortion into 


visible deformity. 

But by this time we’re an hour 
in, so a whistlestop tour of some 
of his more startling make-ups 
(the ‘crippled’ con artist in The 
Miracle Man, the legless crime boss 
Blizzard in The Penalty) and some 
ambitious recreations of the career- 
defining roles in The Hunchback 
of Notre Dame and Phantom are 
essentially what we get. The possi- 
ble subtext of Chaney’s masochistic 
commitment to extreme and possi- 
bly health-damaging make-up jobs 
of his own creation is somewhat 
played down, but the film doesn’t 
let its flawed hero off lightly; and 
while Cagney can’t match Chaney’s 
intensity in the recreated movie 
sequences, he is quite brilliant as 
Chaney the obsessive control freak 
who tells his son that his estranged 
mother is dead and refuses to con- 
template Lon Jr’s desire to follow 
his father into films (which, of 
course, he did, if with considerably 
less spectacular results). 

No masterpiece, Pevney’s film 
is a solid biopic of a fascinating 
performer, boasting excellent per- 
formances all round and providing 
a nice (if slightly rose-tinted) look 
at the glory days of Hollywood. 
David Sutton 
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King Boxer 


Dir Chang-Hwa Jeong, Hong Kong 1972 


Momentum Pictures/Dragon Dynasty, £12.99 


The 36th Chamber 
of Shaolin 


Dir Liu Chia-Liang, Hong Kong 1978 


Momentum Pictures/Dragon Dynasty, £12.99 


As with Hong Kong Legends’ 
marvellous restorations of Golden 
Harvest productions, it’s now time 
for the work of Raymond Chow’s 
arch rivals, The Shaw Brothers, 

to receive the same treatment. 
Almost certainly due to contem- 
porary celebrity interest (both 
Quentin Tarantino and the Wu- 
Tang Clan’s RZA, who collaborated 
on Kill Bill 1 and 2, feature heavily 
in the bonus features), these new 
releases promise to be a treasure 
trove for kung fu fans. It’s impos- 
sible to over-estimate the impor- 
tance of the Shaw Brothers within 
the Hong Kong film industry. At 
one time they produced two thirds 
of all Chinese films, specialising in 
‘fist and pillow’ (violence and sex), 
until Raymond Chow got to Bruce 
Lee first; the rest, as they say, is 
history. 

King Boxer (aka Five Fingers of 
Death) feels like a self-conscious 
amalgam of Lee’s first two films. 
Like The Big Boss, it has gangsters, 
and there’s a wholesale steal of 
most of Fist of Fury’s ‘rival-schools’ 
theme (in itself an old kung fu 
motif). It’s better than the first and 
almost reaches the glories of the 
latter. It’s also very violent (eye- 
gouging, head-butting and finger- 
smashing are still not considered 
polite martial arts techniques), 
with lots of great fights and train- 
ing scenes and, bravely for its time 
(when one considers Jackie Chan 
films included many of these ele- 
ments for almost another decade), 
mostly dispenses with the music, 
melodrama, comic set-pieces and 
pantomime-like villains inherited 
from Chinese theatre. Utterly 
typical for the genre, though, the 
dubbing stubbornly refuses to 
match the subtitles, and the odd 
Spaghetti-Western riff and A Мап 
Called Ironside theme are dropped 
into the mix for added confusion. 

The 36th Chamber of Shaolin 
comes from the post-Lee, pre- 
Drunken Master years of the late 
1970s and makes me wonder why 
Liu Chia-Hui didn’t become ‘the 
next big thing’. Everything in the 
industry was up for grabs and any 
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- M format experimented 


with. 36th Chamber (and how 
many single films have inspired 
and spawned an entire musical 
empire?) is unashamedly and 
unapologetically ‘old-school’ kung 
fu and utterly brilliant. From the 
credits, it’s relentless, leaving you 
feeling as if you’d held your breath 
for the entire film. 

Tim Weinberg 
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DirThomas Alfredson, Sweden 2008 


On UK release from 10 April 


This tender, creepy, claustrophobic 
horror, based on a bestselling 
Swedish novel, is as unsettling for 
its real elements as for its super- 
natural ones. It’s February 1982, 
оп ап estate in Sweden. It's a dark, 
cold, desolate environment, and 
the individuals who live there, 
cloaked in loneliness and alcohol, 
are already on the edge of mad- 
ness. Oskar is 12 and bullied; he is 
obsessed by fantasies of violent, 
bloody revenge. He falls in love 
with a mysterious girl who moves 
in next door; later, he realises she's 
a vampire, responsible for some 
horrible local murders. 

The conjunction of realism and 
vampirism jars at first, but makes 
the piece all the more disconcert- 
ing. The camera films up close, 
making everyday objects intense 
and surreal, as seen through the 
eyes of a child. The vampire is not 
the sanitised, eroticised creature 
of recent culture, but rather resem- 
bles those in early folkloric tales - 
she smells and is more animal than 
ethereal. The two young actors аге 
powerfully strange, with a tangible 
connection; particularly striking 
isa scene where Oskar refuses 
to invite the vampire into his flat 
but she enters anyway and starts 
bleeding out of her eyes; he then 
lets her in, literally and metaphor- 
ically. A film about alienation and 
power and escape, Let The Right 
One In deftly mixes dark and light 
and ends in a cathartic bloodbath. 
Jen Ogilvie 
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Lesbian Vampire 
Killers 


Dir Phil Claydon, UK 2009 
On UK release from 20 March 


FAMOUS MONSTER: FORREST J ACKERMAN 
Lesbian Vampire Killers is the latest (Kaleidoscope Home Entertainment, £12.99) 
in the slew of post-Shaun of the Dead 
British horror comedies; this one is 
particularly close to the archetype 
in plot while being particularly dist- 
ant from it in wit and intelligence. 
It stars James Corden and Matthew 
Horne, from TV sitcom Gavin & 
Stacey, as a pair of losers who drive 
out to arural backwater to dribble 
over attractive girls and crack knob 
jokes. While not exactly a knowing, 
innovative genre parody, Lesbian 
Vampire Killers is a throwaway 
gross-out movie aimed squarely at 
its target teen demographic, and 
works fine on those terms. 

Jen Ogilvie 


The recently departed 

1 ForrestJ Ackerman (aka 
4 MrScience Fiction, the 
Ackermonster, Dr Acula 
and so on) will be fondly 
remembered by count- 
less thousands of fans 
of horror and sci-fi (an 
abbreviation he proudly 
coined), and this ami- 
able little film, which oozes affection for its subject, is an appropri- 
ately good-humoured reminder of why he inspired such widespread 
affection. 

Clocking in at under an hour, it provides a brisk resumé of Forry’s 
multifaceted career as writer, editor, literary agent, archivist, insat- 
iable collector and super-fan. 

Various luminaries and friends — Roger Corman, George Clayton 
Johnson, Joe Dante, Rays Bradbury and Harryhausen – are on hand 
to swap Forry stories and point up Ackerman’s long-lived contribution 
to the genres he loved, while younger film-makers like Tim Sullivan 
and David Schow try to remember just which was the first life-chang- 
ing issue of Famous Monsters of Filmland they bought from the local 
dime-store. 

There are also numerous clips of a frail Forry in his last years, 
hanging out at local eatery The House of Pies or greeting guests 
at the sadly depleted Acker Mini-Mansion, the bungalow to which 
he retreated after having to sell off his legendary and irreplaceable 
collection of books and memorabilia in 2002. Clearly, he remained 
as warm and welcoming as ever, right up to the end. DS 7/10 
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Thanks to KALEIDOSCOPE HOME 
ENTERTAINMENT, we have FIVE 
COPIES of FAMOUS MONSTER on 
DVD to give away. 


ANOTHER BRITISH HORROR 5 
COMEDY, BUT WITH KNOB JOKES 


Baraka 


Dir Ron Fricke, US 1992 

Second sight, £19.99 

Since Koyaanisqatsi in 1983, on 
which he was director of photo- 
graphy, and his own directorial 
features Chronos (1985) and Baraka 
(1992), the scale of Ron Fricke's 
ambitions and abilities has never 
been in doubt. From the teem- 

ing (and now familiar) images of 
human-ants in their urban sprawl 
to the bird's-eye views of natural 
phenomena, Fricke's style is never 
anything less than an attempt at a 
global overview. 

The film still looks fantastic, 
especially the aforementioned 
swoops and dives over valleys, 
volcanoes and waterfalls. The bad 
news is that, like the skies it so 
often soars through, Baraka comes 
across as beautiful but empty. And 
what's it about? Possibly a global 
overview of devotion and ritual, 
although here the gods and nature 
seem utterly indifferent to our fate. 
There's a lot on the dehumanising 
effects of mechanisation; sweat- 
shops, factories and battery-farms 
jostle for attention with black-and- 
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and the skulls of Khmer Rouge 
victims. 
Tim Weinberg 
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F.E.A.R. 2: 
Project Origin 


PC £34.99, Xbox 360, PS3 £39.99, Warner Interactive 


“You're like free pizza at an anime 
convention. She can smell you and 
she wants to consume you;" the 
mysterious Snake Fist crackles 
through Delta Force protagonist 
Michael Becket's head mike as 
Becketis busy fighting off hordes of 
enemies.That greasy-haired ghostly 
psycho girl Alma is back in Mono- 
lith’s sequel to the original FE.A.R., 
a first person shooter so good that it 
gave Half-Life 2 a run for its money. 
FE.A.R. 2: Project Origin begins with 
a bang and before you knowit you 
are frantically blasting your way 
through all comers in a fight for 
survival in which the pace barely 
lets up. Given the task of catching 
up with the devious and elusive 
Genevieve Aristide, president of 
the sinister Armacham Technology 
Corporation, plenty of obstacles 
are thrown in your way, including 
ghostly gun-firing apparitions, ‘rep- 
lica soldiers’, machine gun-toting 
bots and mutant human monstrosi- 
ties, stark naked save for what look 
like very, very dirty underpants as 
they negotiate walls like spiders 
and come at you with unnerving 
speed. Alma is always lurking and 
worse: getting all close up and per- 
sonal in her desire to chow down on 
Becket as he ventures further into 
the horror. 

The influence of the Japanese 
Ringu series of horror films has 
always been clear in the figure of 
Alma andas the narrative unfolds 
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in similar disjointed flashback 
style we learn more about her 
tortured origins. The cutaways are 
to the point and the pace never 
drags because of them, although 
they demonstrate the first caveat 
in an otherwise excellent FPS: 
as the revelation unfolds, the jaw 
remains relatively un-dropped. 
Monolith has taken great 
pains to open out the gameplay 
experience, to free the player 
from one dingy and constrained 
corridor after another, and the 
scrapping you do amid the rubble 
up top under a post-apocalyptic 
sky is great fun. This is in large 
part due to the AI of the special 
forces enemy; they dodge, move 
back and forth, press forward 
and if you are foolish enough to 
think you can hang around and 
take pot shots at one Kevlar fetish 
dumbhead after another, think 
again. Not only will they flank you, 
they'll lob grenades at you while 
doing it to flush you out. Random 
saves are out, you have to reach 
instant waypoint saves, otherwise 
it’s right back to the last one if you 
croak it. You are also limited to 
the number of weapons you can 
carry at one time. These include 
an excellent sniper rifle, useful in 
a great set piece, cat-and-mouse, 
laser-sighted sniper battle within 
amassive hangar. Awards are 
unlocked as the game progresses. 
Inall honesty, Inever used them 
nor was I ever really sure how to, 
or if I could. The same goes for the 
return of ‘reflex time’. I was too 


busy blasting like crazy to hit the 
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Ctrl button most of the time. But you 
should: the gore is as ripe as the lang- 
uage, and looks spectacular in slow 
motion. Exploding grenades distort 
sound and vision with a balletic 
slo-mo mayhem that would make 
Sam Peckinpah proud. 

The game isat its bestin the 
copious firefights, which are consist- 
ently exhilarating. The fight on 
the out-of-control tram is splendid 
(and only made better by the fact 
that you can hear but not see the 
horror waiting ahead). Probably the 
standout moment here is the one 
that gives a whole new meaning to 
the saying “Don’t shoot me, Pm only 
the piano player”. This brings me to 
the second caveat: for a game with 
FEAR so bold in the title, it didn’t 
exactly have me leaping out of my 
seat — perhaps because Alma is now 
a known quantity, and because the 
jump-factor triggers were not as 
varied as they could be. The trashed 
school environment was perhaps the 

scariest and most atmospheric part 
of the game, with an inventive use of 
sound and sudden ghostly appear- 
ances. And that musicroom. Maybe 
with a desire to open out the environ- 
ments there was some trade-off with 
atmospheric horror, and the law of 
diminishing returns does begin to 
work its killjoy effect. A large part of 
fear is anticipation, anda bit more 
of that would have been welcome. 
The “nope, even though the rubble 
is only about two feet high, you can’t 
go there” linear feel of parts of it 
didn’t help, either. And while the 
game began with a bang, it did end 
with something suspiciously like a 
sequel-poised whimper. In fairness, I 
haven’t touched the multiplayer; Pm 
still replaying various levels of the 
full game even now, so good are they. 
The original FE.A.R. was an FPS 
classic; EE.A.R. 2:Project Originis a 
worthy successor. Perhaps tellingly, 
by contemporary comparison with 
the original it’s not sucha system 
drain, butit still looks great, sounds 
great and plays great. As for scary, 
well... Dr Evil might call it the Diet 

Coke of scary. Come what looks like 

the inevitable sequel, it would be 

good to get that full sugar rush of 
fear to go with what is already a big 
juicy slice of gaming pie. 

Nick Cirkovic 
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House of the Dead: 
Overkill 


Wii £39.99, Sega/Headstrong Games 


If ever a game deserved its 18 
certificate, House of the Dead: Over. 
killis it. This unrepentant tribute 
to, and parody of, grindhouse 
horror sees you blasting your way 
through bloody hordes of hideous 
mutants to a continuous litany of 
expletives and culminates in easily 
the most twisted, sickening and 
genuinely disturbing finale toa 
video game, ever. 

The spoof B-movie theme is 
reasonably well executed, with 
vintage film stylings and humor- 
ously-themed levels laying out 
a hideous story in which even 
requited Oedipal love and necro- 
philia are overshadowed by acts so 
wrong they don’t even have names, 

On the downside, while graphics 
are good overall, sprite glitches 
and ugly frame rates crop up all too 
often, making split-second reaction 
shots all but impossible in some 
cases, while two player co-op is 
marred by the cursors being very 
hard to distinguish. 

Given that shooting “ет up is 
most definitely the name of the 
game here, some type of gun add-on 
isrecommended - the Wiimote 

just doesn't feel right for blasting 
mutant scum. I opted for an official 
Wii-zapper, which turned out to be 
heavy and quite uncomfortable for 
extended play. Something light, 
and preferably handgun-shaped, 
would have been better. 

Despite a plot that isn't as funny 
as it thinks it is and a shortage 
of weapon variety, there area 
few laugh-out-loud moments. А 
pleasing upgrade path, along with 
unlockable extras, including dual- 
wield and a director’s-cut mode, 
grant plenty of re-playability. A 
generous continue system means 
you won't find the game a chal- 

lenge to beat, but it is rewarding to 
master. 

Nintendo's Wii is desperately 
short of adult-oriented titles, and 
this game really is a genuinely 
enjoyable addition. Overall, a well 
earned 7 chainsaws. 

Jake Pearse 
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Why Fortean? 


rtean Times is a monthly 
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phenomena and experiences, 
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It was founded by Bob Rickard 
in 1973 to continue the work of 
Charles Fort (1874-1932). 

Born of Dutch stock іп Albany, 
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researching scientific literature in 
the New York Public Library and 
the British Museum Library. He 
marshalled his evidence and set 
forth his philosophy in The Book of 
the Damned (1919), New Lands 
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He was sceptical of scientific 
explanations, observing how 
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data was ignored, suppressed, 
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He criticised modern science for 
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define, divide and separate. Fort's 
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instead his philosophy of Continuity 
in which everything is in an 
intermediate and transient state 
between extremes. 

He had ideas of the Universe-as- 
organism and the transient nature 
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of all apparent phenomena, coined 
the term ‘teleportation’, and was 
perhaps the first to speculate that 
mysterious lights seen in the sky 
might be craft from outer space. 
However, he cut at the very roots of 
credulity: “1 conceive of nothing, in 
religion, science or philosophy, that 
is more than the proper thing to 
wear, for a while." 

Fort was by no means the first 
person to collect anomalies and 
oddities — such collections have 
abounded from Greece to China 
since ancient times. Fortean Times 
keeps alive this ancient task of 
dispassionate weird-watching, 
exploring the wild frontiers between 
the known and the unknown. 

From the viewpoint of 
mainstream science, its function is 
elegantly stated in a line from Enid 
Welsford's book on the mediaeval 
fool: "The Fool does not lead a 
revolt against the Law; he lures us 
into a region of the spirit where... 
the writ does not run." 

Besides being a journal of 
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Dracula 


Tm puzzled by Leslie Klinger's bold 
assertion that *There is no evidence 
that Stoker knew anything else 
about Vlad Tepes [Dracula] other 
than his name” [*Annotating the 
Vampire", FT246:63]. There is such 
evidence, as І am sure Klinger must 
know, even though it is true that 
Bram Stoker only came across the 
original Dracula when his story was 
quite well advanced. 

To start with, in chapter XVIII 
of the published book, Van Hels- 

ing says of Dracula: “I have asked 
my friend Arminius, of Buda-Pesth 
University, to make his record; and 
[..] he must, indeed, have been that 
Voivode Dracula who won his name 
against the Turk, over the great 
river on the very frontier of Turkey- 
land. If it be so, then he was no 
common man; for in that time and 
for centuries after, he was spoken of 
as the cleverest and most cunning, 
as well as the bravest of the sons of 
the land beyond the forest.” 

Well, this is quite a neat summ- 
ary of the historical Dracula's place 
in Balkan history, but if Klinger 
is hoping to suggest that Stoker 
simply filched this paragraph from 
Wilkinson's history just so he could 
use the name and without any 
further research into his antihero, 
there is also the mention of ‘Armin- 
ius’. This, as again I'm sure Klinger 
is well aware, is a reference to a 
real and colourful character that 
Stoker met at the Beefsteak Room 
in London: Arminius Vambery, a 
professor from Budapest, widely 
travelled in the Middle East, who 
almost certainly inflamed Stoker's 
interest in Vlad Tepes. There is, I 
know, a minor academic industry 
devoted to proving the opposite, 
but why would Stoker mention him 
inthe novel if he had not contrib- 
шей something to it? 

Francis Ford Coppola in his 
movie certainly did elaborate on 
the link between the real and fict- 
ional Draculas and spun a sub-plot 
that is not in the original book; but 
there is little doubt that Stoker 
wanted his readers to imagine that 
his vampire was a revenant of the 
Dth-century champion of Rom- 
ania against the Turks, and didn’t 
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just choose the name because it 
had a nice ring and happened, in 
Romania, to mean both “son of the 
dragon” and “son of the devil”. 
Nigel Suckling, 

author of Book of the Vampire 
(2008) 

Tunbridge Wells, Kent 


Capgras Syndrome 


| After reading “Tales from the 


Vault” about Capgras Syndrome 
[FT246:80, referring to March 1999] 
I thought Pd share my experiences 
of this. My late and much missed 
stepfather had a severe heart 
attack in 2002 and was some 20 
minutes or so with no heartbeat 
before being revived by medics. 
Though physically OK apart from 
a seriously weak heart, he had no 
short-term memory and could only 
recall up to the mid-1970s. In fact, 
his memories of that time were so 
real to him he couldn't understand 
what had happened to him. He 


| believed his parents were both still 


alive, but wouldn't speak to him for 
some reason; he also believed he 
was working for a former employer 
and was desperate to get back to 
work. He frequently got my mother 
to drive him to where his work used 
to be, a part of the town that was 
redeveloped in the 1980s, but was 
confused by it all being different. 
Also, there were three versions 
of my mother. Once he alarmed a 
cousin as they drove off by insist- 
ing my mother stopped the car and 
went back for the other version of 
my mother. My cousin pointed out 
she was already in the car but my 
stepfather insisted: “No, no, she’s 
the one who drives the car, I want 
the one at home to come out.” The 
third version of my mother was the 
one who shopped with him. It was 
heartbreaking to see him like this, 
as he really was stuck in time, and 
made worse by not remembering 
anything from even а few seconds 
before. 

Sadly, his heart gave out after 
a year of this and he passed away 
peacefully, or so we thought. A few 
nights after his death I dreamed 
he was desperate to tell me some- 
thing. He was taking me some- 
where to show me, talking to me, 
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telling me things, but I couldn’t 
hear him; then I couldn't 
understand him. His frustration 
became more and more obvi- 
ous, and in the morningI woke 
up really upset by his distress. 
After his funeral, I mentioned 
this dream to my mother who 
gave me quite a disturbed look. 
It turned out that before his 
death he had been alone in the 
house for a couple of hours and 
in that time had phoned most 


of our relatives asking for my 
phone number as he needed 

to talk to me urgently. Because 
of his short-term memory even 

if he wrote the number down 
he'd forget where he'd written 

it soon after and certainly was 
unable to remember the number 
long enough to dial it. ГЇЇ always 
wonder what it was he wanted to 
say to me. 

Brian Sharland 

Tooting, London 
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The Darwin debate 


Darwin/Blavatsky 


1 know we live in a relativist post- 
modem world, but to say that 
Madame Blavatsky's pseudo-relig- 
ion is of equal merit to Darwin's 
theory of evolution is risible. To 
promote the woman who comm- 
uned with Isis and made tele- 
pathic contact with Tibetans, Anna 
Smith-Park trots out a tired old 
falsehood about Darwinism - that 
evolution is the result of “random 
chance” [FT246:39]. Poor Richard 
Dawkins must have worn his voice 
out reiterating that evolution has 
nothing to do with randomness or 
chance. Lions hunt well and ante- 
lopes run fast because they have 
evolved to meet very real chall- 
enges, not because of the roll of 
some cosmic dice. 

Tony McMahon 

Camberwell, London 


Misreading Darwin 


Patrick Harpur is on to something 
interesting when looking at the 
links between Darwin and myth 
[FT246:30-33], but he falls down 
in his understanding of Darwin's 
work and subsequent evolutionary 
discoveries. 

He cites Darwin's quotation 
from 1859,“Тһе sight of a feather 
in a peacock's tail... makes me 
sick” as a tacit recognition that 
his theory was flawed. It may have 
been then, but by 1871 when he 
published The Descent of Man, 
he had worked out the theory of 
sexual selection that accounted 
for this. Sexual selection happens 
when the preferences of one sex 
or the other for some feature of 
a mate, in this case a fancy tail, 
results in a selection pressure 
for individuals with ever fancier 
and more impractical versions of 
that feature, even when natural 
selection might suggest this 
makes them less likely to survive. 
This results in baroque excesses 
like the peacock's tail which can 
be seen as an advert for the 
fitness for survival of the male 
peacock - basically he is saying 
to a mate “look — "ме survived to 
mating age despite carting this 
ridiculous impediment — what a 
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fine mate | must be". Darwin only 
posited natural selection as one 
of the mechanisms of evolution; 
he added sexual selection, and 
subsequently genetic drift and 
horizontal gene transfer have 
been found to contribute too. 
Harpur also bring up the hoary 
old chestnut of the lack of inter- 
mediary species and evolutionary 
dead ends, but this is not so. For 
intermediary species, one only 
has to look at the recently discov- 
ered Tiktaalik legged fish, which 
was found exactly by looking in 
the kind of “right place" he sugg- 
ests has always been fruitless. In 
fact there are whole lineages of 
things like velvet worms, lancets, 
synapsids (mammaHike reptiles), 
ceratopsian dinosaurs, rhinos, 
giraffes and numerous others 
where intermediary species show- 
ing long transitions from one form 
to another exist — as well as the 
horse most people have heard 
about. Also, when considering 
the horse, he suggests this is 


a poor example because it isn't 
"upwards" after all. But evolut- 
ion doesn't do “upward” - this 
is a popular myth — it just does 
change. When the environment 
(climate, available food, predat- 
ors, competitors and a host of 
other factors) suits large horses, 
evolution favours large ones; 
when it changes to favour small 
ones, succeeding generations get 
smaller. 

There is also the business of 
the Archaeopteryx as a toothed/ 
feathered dinosaur being a dino- 
saur/bird transition specimen. It 
is a good candidate for this role, 
but in fact probably isn’t on a 
direct line of descent. There are 
other more likely feathered dino- 
saur candidates for bird ancest- 
ors from around that time. But 
despite Harpur’s suggestion, the 
fossil definitely isn't fake — Hoyle 
and Wickramsinge, for all their 
strengths, were not fossil experts 
and their inexperience led them 
to misunderstand the specimen, 


of which they had only examined 
a cast. What's more, there are a 
good many other Archaeopteryx 
specimens now, most of which 
also show feathers. The argument 
that it was terribly convenient for 
the British Museum (the Natural 
History Museum was still part of 
this then) to buy this proof just 
after Origin was published doesn't 
hold water either. At the time, the 
Superintendent of Natural Hist- 
ory was Richard Owen, who was 
virulently opposed to Darwin and 
would not have welcomed supp- 
orting evidence, especially if it 
was of dubious provenance. 

It is also a measure of how 
much evolutionary thought has 
soaked into our culture that 
Fort's pithy summing up of evolut- 
ion — "survivors survive" - can 
be seen as damning the idea as 
tautological. In fact, when Darwin 
published, a strongly prevalent 
view was that God furnished 
nature with exactly the right 
number of each creature to fulfil 
His plan, and though obvious to 
the peasant in the country, the 
idea that there was a vast surplus 
of creatures born and an endless 
struggle for survival was one оГ 
the aspects of Darwin's idea that 
many Victorians found shocking, 
so а the time this was not obvi- 
ous at all. 

It is a pity Harpur didn't look 
into the facts of evolution more 
deeply before putting pen to 
paper. | deeply respect the level 
of research he puts into his many 
first class books and his piece 
would have been the stronger had 
he applied this here. However, 
his article contains plenty of 
thought-provoking stuff, and there 
is still much to be said about how 
scientific evolution swiftly got 
translated by others into a sus- 
taining mythology for not only the 
late British Empire, but also for 
both laissez-faire capitalism and 
Communism, and how its essen- 
tial ideas were transmuted on the 
way. With any truly world-changing 
idea, it is only a matter of time 
before it accretes a mythological 
dimension. 
lan Simmons 
Monkseaton, Tyne & Wear 


| will leave the errors of evolutionary 
theory for others to respond to and 
focus on the simple facts Harpur 
gets wrong. 

Firstly, there are, in fact, 10 
known full fossils of the Archaeopt- 
eryx (plus some other material), 
not the two he alludes to. They are 
consistent in bodyform and provide 
coherent evidence of a real spec- 
ies. In any case, Archaeopteryx is 
only one of many contenders (along 
with, for example, Protoavis or 
Rahonavis), for the status of ‘first 
bird’ at the threshold with the dino- 
saur lineage. 

Secondly, he asserts that there 
are no examples of intermediate 
forms between species or genera, 
but this is demonstrably untrue. A 
classic counterblast is that of the 
‘ring species’. In the UK, we have 
both herring gulls and lesser black- 
backed gulls. They are considered 
distinct species that do not inter- 
breed. However, each does inter- 
breed with near-neighbour species 
around the Arctic Circle, providing 
acoherent ‘ring’ of interlocking 
species, each effectively forming 
an intermediate with the next-but- 
one neighbour, until the clockwise 
and anti-clockwise rings converge 
as two definite species in northern 
Europe. 

Thirdly, he seems to misunder- 
stand the very concept of the 
species. Species are not rigidly 
defined scientific certainties, as 
the example above shows. They 
depend on both human perspective 
and contemporary breeding habits 
- тапу species that don't breed 
could do should they wish. If two 
distinct populations interbreed, but 
the offspring are infertile, then you 
have a hybrid, of which there are 
plenty of examples in nature, like 
the mule or the liger. Perhaps these 
are the "hopeful monsters" Harpur 
wants to find. If the offspring is 
fertile, then maybe you have the 
beginnings of a new species and 
the story starts all over again; or 
maybe the individual gets absorbed 
back into one of the two populat- 
lons as part of the background 
&enetic variation. 

Neil Harrison 
By email 


More-orless complete sequences 
of fossils can be found in mud 
from the bottom of the deep sea. 


Remains of dead plankton, which 
have lost all food value, drift down 
to the Abyssal Plane, where they 
accumulate, layer on layer, undis- 
turbed for millions of years. Adrian 
Lister and other paleeontologists in 
the Natural History Museum have 
examined drilling cores from these 
sediments and found unbroken 
sequences of tiny shell fossils, 
&oing on for millions of generations, 
during which the shapes gradu- 
ally change. Every shell shape is 
intermediate between the shapes 
above and below in the sediment; 
but as with other fossil sequences, 
when the studies are written up, 
“not a single intermediate fossil" 
will be recorded, not because 
intermediates don't exist, but 
simply because it is customary 
and convenient to classify every 
individual organism as one species 
or another. 

Donald Rooum 

London 


Nowhere does the theory of evolut- 
ion say or imply that we are "super- 
ior to our forebears" [FT246:32]. 

It does not claim to know how 

life began, nor does it include an 
end point (the inference that "our 
task is to create the conditions 

of the New Jerusalem or Utopia", 

is nonsensical). All it really says 

is that, over time, environmental 
pressures cause species to evolve. 
Patrick Harpur might have a better 
explanation as to why, for example, 
elephants' tusks become progress- 
ively smaller over generations as 
those with the largest tusks are 
killed by hunters. If he does, I'd like 
to hear it. 

James Dixon 

Prestwich, Manchester 


Evolution is something of a mis- 
nomer; natural selection is more 
accurate. There is nothing linear or 
progressive or directional about it. 
Also, it's turning out that phenotypic 
changes can happen much faster 
than Darwin thought, in response to 
environmental changes or pressure 
from competing species. For exam- 
ple, the average beak size of Dar- 
win's finches can change drastically 
in one generation depending on 
climatic conditions. Then, if the 
conditions change, the beak size 
can change right back. 

This is why we see things like 


random sizes among ancestral 
horses - the individuals most likely 
to survive in one generation may be 
larger than those two generations 
on with a dryer climate and less 
abundant food. It is important to 
remember that there is no "right" 
size for horses, no ultimate goal. 
They turn out as they turn out, 
based upon ability to live long 
enough to produce the most viable 
offspring — which, incidentally, is 
the definition of "fitness" in this 
context: producing the most surviv- 
ing viable offspring. 

As for missing links, | don't know 
of any reputable scientists who 
are out searching for such things. 
Again, the term is inaccurate — 
natural selection may produce any 
number of *dead ends" when con- 
ditions change and a once-practical 
phenotype is suddenly poorly 
equipped for the new environ- 
ment. This type of change can take 
thousands of years, but can also 
happen quite fast. There may be 
relatively few intermediate individu- 
als in that instance. 

Avian missing links might be 
particularly hard to find, as bird 
bones are very light and hollow and 
consequently fossilise very badly. 
We have so many dinosaur bones 
partly because they are mostly 
quite big and hefty. Things like 
feathers and fur do not fossilise 
well at all — all dinosaurs may have 
been feathered, for all we know. 

While I’m not by any means a 
Dawkinsian, | have to say that all 
the available evidence supports 
natural selection. This includes 
real-time observations of selection 
changing the morphology of spec- 
ies, which are hard to агвие with. 
Natural selection doesn't by any 
means preclude the possibility of 
one or more divinities, mythological 
beings, or alien visitors. AS faras 
I'm concerned, the jury is still out 
on all of those — but not so much 
on natural selection. There, the 
evidence is fairly clear. 

Eliza Gramarye 
Hilton, New York 


Patrick Harpur asserts that the 
theory of evolution predicts a 
complete sequence of intermed- 
iate fossils linking any species 
with its proposed ancestors. This 
is an entirely erroneous assumpt- 
ion, as eloquently articulated by 


Richard Dawkins (yes, him again) in 
Unweaving the Rainbow (1998): 

“Let us suppose that each 
individual in our direct female 
ancestry, from the first flowering 
of many-celled life a little over half 
a billion years ago, lay down and 
died on the grave of her mother, 
eventually to be fossilized. As in 

the successive layers of the buried 
city of Troy, there would be much 
compression and shaking down, 
so let us assume that each fossil 
in the series was flattened to the 
thickness of a 1ст pancake. What 
depth of rock should we need, if 
we are to accommodate our con- 
tinuous fossil record? The answer 
is that the rock would have to be 
about 1,000km or 600 miles thick. 
This is about ten times the thick- 
ness of the earth's crust. 

*The Grand Canyon, whose 
rocks, from deepest to shallowest, 
span most of the period we are 
now talking about, is only around 
one mile deep. If the strata of the 
Grand Canyon were stuffed with fos- 
sils and no intervening rock, there 
would be room within its depth 
to accommodate only about one 
600th of the generations that have 
successively died. This calculation 
helps us to keep in proportion fun- 
damentalist demands for a ‘continu- 
ous’ series of gradually changing 
fossils before they will accept the 
fact of evolution. The rocks of Earth 
simply don’t have room for such a 
luxury — not by many orders of mag- 
nitude. Whichever way you look at it, 
only an extremely small proportion 
of creatures has the good fortune to 
be fossilized. As I’ve said before, | 
should consider it an honour.” 

One further point: in querying 
the authenticity of the famous 
1861 fossil Archaeopteryx, Harpur 
observes that “Тһе feathers are not 
even rooted in the tail but merely 
lie around it." Perhaps on further 
reflection he may concede that a 
bird's feathers are attached to its 
skin, not to its skeleton and that 
the components of a decaying car- 
case can readily become dispersed 
through the actions of its environ- 

ment before the fossilisation pro- 
cess gets under way. 
Julian Field 
Malvern, Worcestershire 


Editor's note: Thanks to Nik Kolherne 
and Nicholas Rowell, who made similar 
points about Patrick Harpur's article. 
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VAINO TANNER 


TOP LEFT: A Lapp shamanistic idol (seide) seeming to resemble the head of a hippopotamus. CENTRE: A hippo. RI 


JEFFREY VALLANCE 


3 ғыс 


GHT: The Egyptian hippo-headed goddess Taweret. 


Hippo gods 


A Lapland idol preserved in 
Stockholm’s Nordiska museum 
has the appearance of a hippo- 
potamus from the Nile Valley. 
Since the nearest hippos to Lap- 
land are found far to the south, 
in North Africa, how did a hippo 
become an Arctic deity? 

The answer may lie in Lapp 
and Egyptian mythology. In 
ancient Lapland, idols (seide) 
were either found rocks weath- 
ered into odd shapes or curious 
natural wood formations. Many 
Lapp idols are comparable to 
simulacra, as they are often 
zoomorphic or vaguely human- 
oid in shape. For worship, the 
sacred simulacrum would be 
placed on a raised platform sur- 
rounded by a bed of twigs, with 
a semicircle of reindeer antlers 
enclosing the rustic altar. The 
bareheaded worshipper would 
approach the sacred site on his 
knees, with arms held high in 
supplication. The sacred stone 
would be smeared with blood or 
festooned with fresh entrails; 
sacrifices of reindeer genitalia 
were frequently offered, along 
with arrowheads or spear blades. 
The Lapp shaman (noid) would 
use his magic troll-drum to 
determine the most propitious 
offering for each particular 
circumstance. If the worshipp- 
er’s prayer didn’t produce the 
desired outcome, the idol would 
often be knocked over on the 
platform. 

This Lapp idol looks uncannily 
similar to the Egyptian hippo- 
potamus goddess Taweret [see 
drawing above]. She was god- 
dess/demon of fertility, mater- 
nity, childbirth and rebirth, and 
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was the protector of women and 
children. In Egyptian astrol- 
ogy, Taweret was linked to the 
northern sky and to circumpolar 
stars. Sometimes she is depicted 
wearing a headdress that bears 
a solar disc. She was said to 
reside in the Far North - a place 
of darkness, cold, rain and mist 
— which describes Lapland to а 
tee. Taweret was the Guardian 
of the North and she judged all 
travellers to determine whether 
they could pass. The worship of 
Taweret involved conjuring and 
the use of an apotropaic magic 
wand made of hippopotamus 
ivory, densely inscribed with 
hieroglyphics. The Taweret magic 
wand is comparable in function 
to the Lapp magic drum, which 
is also covered in symbols and 
aligned to the circumpolar stars 
[see FT245:74]. Conversely, the 
Lapp sun deity, Beiwe, was the 
goddess of fertility and sanity. 
Lapp mythology depicts Beiwe 
flying through the sky in a char- 
iot made of reindeer antler. She 
would be invoked to restore the 
mental health of those suffering 
from a peculiar insanity — what 
we now know as SAD, or seasonal 
affective disorder — because of 
the continuous darkness of the 
long Arctic winter. 

Could it be that in olden times, 
the hippopotamus fertility god- 
dess appeared to the Lapps in 
the form of one of their simul- 
acrum idols? Perhaps Taweret 
desired to be worshipped by 
Arctic inhabitants. But would a 
people who had most likely never 
seen an actual hippopotamus rec- 
ognise her as the hippo goddess? 
Some rogue anthropologists 
believe that there may have been 
immigrations from Egypt to 


Scandinavia during the Bronze 
Age; they claim striking similari- 
ties between ancient Scandina- 
vian and Egyptian weapons, and 
between Nordic rock-carvings of 
boats and Egyptian galleys. 
Perhaps when Taweret trav- 
elled on her spring journey 
northward, she metamorph- 
osed into Beiwe — and the only 
remaining evidence of this celest- 
ial migration and transformation 
is this peculiar hippopotamus- 
shaped idol. Or perhaps it is 
merely an old, weathered rock 
that kind of looks like a hippo. 
Jeffrey Vallance 
By email 


Editor's note: Taweret was the 
demon wife of Apep, the original 
Egyptian god of evil, who resided 
below the horizon. Taweret was 
seen as being the northem 

sky, roughly equivalent to the 
constellation known today as 
Draco, which always lies above 
was thought to resemble a hippo 
— hence the depiction of the 
goddess. 


Ball lightning 


Ball lightning, which 
featured twice in 
FT246 (pp14, 44-45), 
seems to have had a 
liking for early cotton 
mills. Here are two 
newspaper reports: 
*On Monday 
se’nnight, about four 
o'clock in the after- 
noon, a thunderbolt 
fell on the cotton fact- 
ory of Messrs Craven, 


Brigg and Shackleton, at Goose 
Eye, near Keighley, which made 
its entrance through the roof of 
the building, killing a woman who 
was at work in the upper part 
thereof. It then proceeded down 
the stairs and knocked down Mr 
Brigg, then in the counting house, 
at the bottom of them, who lay 
senseless some time without hope 
of recovery, but is now pretty well 
recovered. In its course it set fire 
to all the flyings and laps, which 
were got under [control] before 
any material damage was done; 
and the door next the counting 
house happening to be open, it 
made its way out without doing 
any other damage." [Times, 
25 April 1794.] 

*At half past two on Thurs- 
day afternoon, a ball of fire 
entered the lower door of the 
cotton factory at Halton [near 
Lancaster] and forced its way 
upwards through the floors, burn- 
ing and wounding several of the 
workpeople and children in its 
progress, but we are happy to say 
none of them dangerously." [Man- 
chester Mercury, 29 May 1804] 


Moth UFO abductions 
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it happened to me... 


Have you had strange experiences that you cannot explain? 

We are always interested in reading of odd events and occurrences. 
CONTACT US BY POST: BOX 2409 LONDON NWS 4NP 

OR E-MAIL ТО sieveking@forteantimes.com 


Or post your message on the www.forteantimes.com message board. 


First-hand accounts from FTreaders and browsers of www.forteantimes.com 


HUNCHED BACK 


ма GLOWING 
ЕУЕ5, LIKE A 
CAT 


SHORT ткеткудіма 
TEE TH 


3-4 FEET HIGH 


WALKS ON TWO 
FEET LIKE A 
KANGAROO. 


Cornish critter 


| currently live and work in Fal- 
mouth, Cornwall. Between 4pm 
and 5pm on 4 February, | went 

for a walk along the Maenporth 
coastal path from Swanpool after 
Id finished work. Coming up the 
path round by the coast, | saw 
something moving in a bush ahead 
of me. | assumed it was a bird or 
maybe a dog being walked, but as | 
got nearer | realised it was neither. 
Itwas a little bigger than a dog and 
had a cat's face with eyes that were 
glazed over and luminescent like 
alion's at night. When it saw me 

it walked away, apparently on two 
hind legs much like а kangaroo. It 
had a bushy tail like a fox. | drew it 
from memory (above). Has anyone 
seen anything similar? 

Sam Bradbury 

By email 


Seeing things 


I have twice in my life experienced 
intense hallucinations — and, 
no, | wasn't imbibing anything 
unusual, not even alcohol on either 
Occasion. 

The first was in 1964. | was doing 
a degree in chemistry and was 
Studying hard for my finals. Living 
at home, the only time | could get 
Sufficient peace and quiet for the 
job was in the early hours of the 
morning, so | had adopted a curious 
Sleep pattern — bed at 7pm, setting 
ту alarm for 2am and getting up 
to study until my father got up at 
бат. Early one moming when | had 


де, 


THICK BLACK FUR 


LONG, 
BusHy TAIL 
LIKE A FOX j^ 
(LIGHTER COLOVRED 
Fue) 


been tackling some fairly difficult 
physical chemistry, | suddenly found 
myself floating in the air surrounded 
by a bright light. Below, laid out like 

a map on a plain, was the whole of 
chemistry. Looking at it, | could see 
how all the disparate bits that | had 
been taught fitted together and what 
they meant. | have no idea how long 
it lasted but afterwards | felt elated 
—I'd “got it!” Ifl had been a believer 
I'm sure that the experience would 
have been numinous; as it was it 
just gave me more confidence for my 
finals and left me wondering about 
how our minds work. 

The second experience was less 
powerful and occurred in 1975, 
while my first marriage was breaking 
up. At the time, | was living in a 
small bedsit and would frequently sit 
cross-egged on the bed to watch TV 
or read. One evening | was reading 
like this and glanced up to find that 
the wall opposite me had gone. In its 
place was a View of a straight road 
running between rows of poplars. | 
seemed to be travelling down this at 
about the height | would have been 
in a car. | realised that it couldn't 
be real and looked back at my book 
and then back at the wall. The road 
view was still there, 50 | looked 
back at my book again. Next time І 
lifted my head the wall was back in 
place. The view Was 50 convincing 
that ever since the experience | 
have wondered whether | have had 
other hallucinations like this and 
not realised that what | was seeing 
wasn't actually there. 

Ron Gardner 
Ludlow, Shropshire 


Sixth sense 


| work at a power station, and in 
about 1985 a colleague and | were 
working in some cooling voids — two 
large areas, each the size of a small 
house, linked by a high corridor at 
one end. A normally closed entrance 
door opened into one void on the 
corridor side. As it was pitch black 

in there, we had spotlights set up 
where we were working, but had 
finished in the void nearest the 
entrance and they were set up at the 
far void. This left the near void dark, 
with just enough light in the corridor 
to walk from the entrance. 

Before entering the voids, we had 
to dress at a change barrier and on 
this day my colleague had entered 
a minute or so before me carrying 
some spare gloves, while | had a roll 
of tape. On opening the door, | saw 
no sign of him and assumed that he 
had reached the far void, which he 
could have easily done. However, as 
1 walked along the edge of the near 
void heading for the corridor, | had 
a strange feeling and the hair on 
the back of my neck stood right up 
with a prickly sensation. | knew with 
absolute certainty that he was hiding 
in the darkness of the near void, and 
I turned and threw the roll of tape at 
where | thought he was standing. 

He shouted out of the darkness 
and walked out of it towards me 
expressing great surprise that | 
could have known he was there and 
that the roll of tape had only missed 
him by six or eight feet [1.8-2.4m]. 
He also said that he had kept 
perfectly quiet and had been about 
to throw the packet of gloves at me 
when I had thrown the tape at him. 
When | told him what had happened 
to me he thought it strange and we 
both laughed about it. 

Looking back at it now 1 think it 
was the fact that he was effectively 
a predator - that is, about to attack 

me, if only with a packet of gloves - 
that triggered a primaeval defence 
response. | had always thought 
that hairs standing up on the back 
of your neck was more a figure of 
speech until it actually happened but 
at least that is explicable, as when 
a cat meets a dog; but how | knew 
with such certainty exactly where he 
was has always mystified me. 

Incidentally, Steven Ross's experi- 
ence of hearing a yell when drifting 
off to sleep [FT154:53] reminds me 
of a similar incident that happened 
to me. As | was drifting off, | saw 


a table-tennis ball coming towards 
me in my mind’s eye. | was quite 
impressed by this, but was even 
more impressed when it hit me on 
the side of the head and | could have 
sworn | heard and felt the impact! 
Rupert Ell 

Minehead, Somerset 


Puzzled Viking 


In response to Miss Dulley’s account 
of disembodied legs [FT241:77]: | 
would like to assure her that she is 
not alone in her experience. A few 
years ago, | used to work in a tourist 
attraction reputed to be haunted; 
indeed, | experienced a few phenom- 
ena myself. The following is one of 
the strangest. 

One particular corridor had a Viking 
theme, and led into a room simulat- 
ing the hall of Erik Bloodaxe, King of 
Norway. This was concealed by a 
pair of ‘fur’ curtains which doubled 
as a cover for an actor (myself in this 
instance) to leap out in costume with 
a huge axe in his hand and provide 
a scare before taking the ‘Saxon 
prisoners’ to meet Erik himself. 

On this day, the attraction was 
quiet and only a handful of visitors 
had been in. | was sitting on Erik’s 
platform awaiting arrivals. The cur- 
tains had a small gap through which 
to observe approaching victims; | 
distinctly saw black boots and dark 
blue work trousers or jeans. | got the 
impression this was a male figure, 
heading in my direction. Staying 
in character, | came off the stage, 
grabbed my axe and positioned 

myself for the upcoming scare (men- 
tally counting to three before I did 
so). Bursting through the curtain and 
screaming my war cry, | suddenly 
stopped - there was no one there! 

There was a fire exit to my right, 
which takes a bit of effort and noise 
to open, but | heard no clanking or 
unlocking; what's more, | would have 
seen sunlight had the door been 
open even a fraction. Thinking the 

person I saw might have wandered 
back up the corridor and around 
the corner, | checked but there was 
no one there. | went back into the 
'court' and waited. A few minutes 
later, | gave the scare to a woman 
wearing stonewash jeans and white 
trainers. | asked both her and the 
previous actor if they had seen 
anyone else, but neither had. So, 
whom (or what) did | see? 

David Knight 

By email 
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SOPHIE COLLARD admires the impressive spherical concretions that have long 
fascinated New Zealand visitors, and reveals their Maori origin myths. 


SOPHIE COLLARD 


n Koekhoe beach, about 

24 miles (40 km) south of 

Oamaru, between Hampden 

and Moeraki Point, on the 
eastern coast of New Zealand's South 
Island, lie several unusually large, 
spherical boulders. Half immersed 
in sand and cracked as if baked in a 
natural kiln, the Morekai Boulders 
congregate at the tide-line, having 
emerged from the base of the mud- 
stone cliffs and fallen to the beach. 

Ten kilometres (6.2 miles) south of 

Khoekohe is Katiki beach, home to a 


ТА коз 
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further collection of stones known as 
the Katiki boulders. 

Varying in size from small stones to 
boulders between two and four metres 
(6ft 7in to 13ft) in diameter, the 
Moeraki boulders were once far more 
numerous than they are today. Over 
the years, smaller ones were taken 
to decorate gardens or used to make 
cement. In the early 19th century, a Mr 
JT Thompson followed the example of 
the Romans, who used boulders found 
along the south and east coast of Eng- 
land in the production of cement. Mr 


ABOVE: Some 

of the spherical 
Moeraki Boulders 
still visible on the 
beaches between 
Moeraki Point and 
Hampden, South 
Island. 


Thompson tried to do the 
same at Moeraki; however, 
he found the limestone to 

be ‘inferior.’ 

Another early visi- 
tor to Otago, as this region 
of South Island is known, was 

scientist Walter Mantell, responsible 
for purchasing land from the Maori 
for the British. He travelled on foot 
from Kaiapoi in 1848, and oversaw the 
purchase of the southern part of the 
South Island in 1853. His notes were 
published by his father, the palzon- 
tologist and geologist Gideon Mantell, 
who had discovered the iguanodon 
tooth - the first ever recorded exam- 
ple of a dinosaur fossil find, now in 
the Museum of New Zealand. Walter's 
notes give a detailed description of 
*septarian boulders", which are called 
“the Ninepins” by whalers: “Some 
were subglobular, others spherical, 
many were entire, whilst others were 
broken and glittered with yellow and 
brown crystals of calcareous spar.” 

The Maori, though, had their own 
explanation for this striking natural 
phenomenon, the best known coming 
from the Kai Tahu/Kati Mamoe tribes, 
who originated in the North Island 
and eventually came south in search 
of jade. 

The legend tells of the Aria-te-uru 
canoe, which was wrecked off the 
coast near Shag Point. The petrified 
hull was converted into a reef just 
south of Port Moeraki, the sail was 
turned to stone and the captain, some- 
times named as Hipo, became a promi- 
nent rock nearby. The canoe spilled its 
cargo, in the form of kumara (sweet 
potato), onto the beach at Katiki, 
while the calabashes and hinaki or eel 
baskets landed on the Koekohe beach 
at Moeraki, where they were charmed 
and so also changed into stone. 

Many accounts mention the slave 
Puketapu, who was turned to stone 
in the dawn light, and references to 
other members of the crew, though 
rarer, suggest they formed mountains 
and other geological features across 
the Southern Alps - Aoraki, Kirikiri 
Katata, Aroaro Kaihe, Maukaatua, 
Pukeuri, near Oamaru, Pakihiwi Tahi 
and Puketapu near Palmerston. The 
Maori tradition was an oral one, but 
while the tale has many versions, its 
essential premise is the same. 

Other accounts tell of not one but 
two canoes, which travel to New Zea- 
land together, one carrying food and 
water supplies for the journey, the 
other religious cargo. Before setting 
out on the voyage, the captain recites 
a prayer incorrectly, leading to Arai-te- 
uru’s demise, while the second canoe, 
called Manuka, makes it safely. 

South Island stories add further 
elements, such as the fact that the 
canoe Arai-te-uru was made from the 
base of a tree belonging to Rongo-i- 
tua, the first Maori to arrive in New 
Zealand (Aotearoa). This canoe, the 
stories say, was the first to leave. 


«Great was the anger of 
the ocean,” because the 
crew disobeyed Rongo- 
j-tua’s instructions оп 
which sort of kumara 

to take with them. The 
canoe is wrecked and 
its cargo spills onto the 
respective beaches and 
the crew are turned 

to stone. The second 
canoe, Manuka, is 
made from the other 
half of the same tree, 
and at first it repeats 
the mistakes of Arai-te- 
uru, ignoring Rongo-i- 
tua’s instructions. The 
difference this time 

is that Rongo-i-tua 
himself is on board and 
his wisdom ensures the 
crew reach shore safely. 

In geological rather 
than mythological 
terms, the boulders 
began their journey over 60 million 
years ago. This was the Paleocene 
period following the extinction of the 
dinosaurs and the North Otago area 
was almost entirely covered by ocean. 
Sediments collected on the seabed and 
attached themselves to a ‘nucleus’ of 
limestone crystals. Other minerals, and 
occasionally marine life deposits (such 
as fragments of bone), formed layers 
of lime. These layers built up around 
the core before fossilising over mil- 
lions of years; an analogy can be drawn 
with the process of an oyster forming 
a pearl around a piece of grit. The 
spaces between the sediments allowed 
water carrying calcium carbonate, in 
bicarbonate form, to permeate the 
boulders, filling the interior. 

The boulders are referred to as 
‘septarian concretions’ - a concretion 
being a hard, solid mass formed by the 
accumulation of matter; ‘septarian’ 
coming from the Latin septum, meaning 
‘partition’, and referring to the cracks 
in the concretions caused by the cal- 
cium carbonate. 

The resulting segmentation gives the 
boulders the appearance of massive 
segmented fossilised dinosaur eggs. It’s 
easy to see why septarian concretions 
are sometimes referred to as ‘turtle 
stones’ and often mistaken for fossils. 

In the Miocene period, around 15 
million years ago, the land rose above 
sea level. Over time, the wind and sea 
eroded the soft mudstone cliffs until 
the hard concretions were exposed and 
finally fell from the cliffs and onto the 
beach. 

A few of the large boulders at Moer- 
aki have broken apart. The cracks have 
become too wide toward the middle, 
from erosion and weathering, for the 
concretion to hold together. A Hamil- 
ton, who described the boulders in 
1901, remarked that it was possible to 
see inside some of them to an “interior 
[of] hard blue clay or limestone, and 
numerous exterior layers which show... 


The Maori link | 
the boulders 
with the first 


ABOVE: Some 
of the boulders 
show cracking 


| due to physical 
; processes. 


LEFT: This 


cracking can 


} eventually split 


settlers 


the cone-in-cone structure" and noted 
that the broken concretions made for 

excellent rock-pools. The fallen bould- 
ers started to weather as soon as they 


arrived on the beach, with the external | 


layers of limestone becoming eroded 
and the calcite, being hardier, stand- 
ing out of the cracks in relief, forming 
a network of veins; looking at them, 
it's clear how the Maori transformed 
these concretions into the net-covered, 
water-containing calabashes from the 
wreck of legend. 

A large lozenge-shaped concretion 
serves as the hinaki, or eel basket, 
while the rusted and aberrantly shaped 
examples found south of the headland 
at Katiki are the kumaras, ог sweet 
potatoes. Kumaras are a reddish colour, 
and these concretions clearly contain 
far more iron than those at Moeraki. 


| the rock into 
i pieces. 
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The kumara could only be grown 
in the warmer, more fertile regions of 
New Zealand, and even then required 
a good deal of skilled labour for the 
crop's maintenance. It was, therefore, 
highly revered and reserved for 
important personages and guests. 

It was symbolically associated with 
peace, because it was said it needed 
peace to grow. It is for these reasons 
that kumara features in so many Maori 
myths and legends. 

Other concretions, nearly identical 
to the Moeraki and Katiki boulders, 
have been found in other parts of New 
Zealand. The very impressive, and 
often more massive, Koutu boulders in 
the North Island are situated on the 
southern shore of Hokianga Harbour, 
between the Koutu and Kauwhare 
points. They are spherical, like the 
Moeraki boulders, and can be up to 3m 
(10ft) in diameter. 

Examples of calcite concretions can 
be found all over the world, although 
their size and shape can be incredibly 
varied. Not many resemble those of 
Moeraki or Koutu, although the red, 
spherical cannonball concretions 
in the Theodore Roosevelt National 
Park in North Dakota reach up to 3m 
(10ft) in diameter (and share the same 
colour as the Katiki boulders due to 
similarly high levels of iron oxide). 

Far, far smaller are the famous 
Moqui Marbles, concretions that reach 
a mere 20cm (8in) in diameter. Resem- 
bling marbles, they are found at the 
base of the Jurassic Navajo Sandstone 
formations in Arizona and Utah from 
which they been eroded. The Hopi 
word moqui means *dearly departed 

ones", and the Hopi believe that their 
ancestors came down with the mar- 
bles at night so that they could play 
games with them. When the ancestors 
departed at dawn, the marbles were 
left behind to let relatives know that 
the spirits were happy. These days, the 
Hopi place Moqui Marbles in their 
homes to welcome the ancestor spir- 
its. Similar marble *blueberries" have 
been found on Mars and offer poss- 
ible evidence that there could once 
have been life on the Red Planet, as 
concretions require water to form. 

Concretions large and small the 
world over are both fascinating natu- 
ral phenomena and objects rich in 
folklore and legend. The boulders in 
the Moeraki Scenic Reserve are still 
emerging from their mudstone cliffs 
and will doubtless remain strangely 
compelling for geologists and folklor- 
ists for generations to come. 
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BRITAINS GREATEST MAGICIAN! 771553 MARY TUDOR BECAME || DEE WAS ARRESTED in 1555 - 
ст! ! iN mete у { AND THINGS COULD HAVE 
ALCHEMIST. AST Pet epu] | (WEEN -- BLOODY MARY... || ACCUSED oF WiZARpRY-WE HAD GAST || Gor STickiER, BUT 
MATHIE ый Е Аре ЖАБА. HOROSCOPES FOR MARY AND HER HALF- || iN 1558 MARY DIED! 
TevsTED Арм QUEEN Ho : жз = , SISTER. ELIZABETH ! - 


ЕМӨМІХ 
Me кеде. 
MU EMERSON, Ө 


ALL-ROUND RENAISSANCE} ALSO: DUPE! CUCKOLD! | gut, LiKE, iN A GOOD 
MAN AND SUPERBRAIN/ |  JAiLBiED Амр LOSER/|| way, Y'KNOW? | 
/ е! JUST WATCH iT, 


| TOSH, OR И. SLAP АМ 
(Е DEMON ON You! 


WHEN YOU LOOK DEE 
UP ON GOOGLE iMAGE, 
YOU SEE PICTURES 

оғ AN OLD МАМ .,. 


HE. ARGUED iT OUT iN COURT AND WAS 
AQUITTED... 


ELIZABETH I WAS A BiG DEE 
„Амр SHE TOOK НМ ON 
ER COURT MAGICIAN... 


UNDER THE NEW QUEEN, DEE WAS A қ 
HUGE SUCCESS! THE COURT ADORED | |NAVIGNTORS SOUGHT 
Hi, AND HE BECAME A PLAYER \ | [His ADVICE FOF Bess 
WORLD iTics ; - 
НЕ. | ФЕ POLITICS AND FINANCE! DENDO (REGIE 
v A25 AS FAR AS THE 
ROADWORKS AND 
TURN LEFT NT THE 
| LITTLE CHEF... 


JOHN DEE 
WAS ONE HELLUVA СОТ! 


Bur iN FACT, DEE BECAME FAMOUS 2 : Ges m. 
св. "n 2C A GIANT BEETLE 
WHEN HE WAS STILL VERY YOUNG! oc mm FLEW ИТН A MAN 
Ат THE AGE OF 19 Ае ASTONISHED ВИИ ON iTs ВАСК! 
THE NATION WHEN HE DIRECTED A 9685 pm 


e РА 
PLAY AT CAMBRIDGE Амр STAGED SE 4 
АМ iNCREDIBLE SPECIAL EFFECT... ШШШ 


Ary à 


HE OR. Ti ің 1570, HiS 
TRAVELLED Бом | “MATHEMATICAL 
iN EUROPE * MONAS ЖЕНГЕ. КЕТСЕ oe 

1 Li . ES е 1 1 P 4 

(DUNG  |—AKABBALISTiC | MAN. WiTH WERTE: 

2 => 
waiting... ИСА АТ жы 


EXPRESSING тне” (f 
ANGTICAL UNITY ` 
OF ALL CREATION: 


„Амр A VAST LABORATORY, WHERE НЕ 


HE ESTABLISHED THE BEGAN To STUDY THE SUPERNATURAL ! 


BIGGEST LIBRARY iN 
EUROPE... 


WHEN JOHN DEE 
RETURNED Т0 
ENQLAND, HE 
MOVED {МТФ HiS 
MOTHER'S HOUSE 
AT MORTLAKE... 


AND THE FiNES VES 


7 For. OVERDUE 


7 


НЕ TRAVELED AND LECTURED iN 
EUROPE... HE WAS A SENSATION/ | 
HE WAS TREATED LikE A ROCK STAR, 


BACK ІМ ENGLAND, HiS INVESTIGATIONS LED НІМ 


is PERPETUAL MOTION MACHINES AND MAGIC 


DOWN ON HiS LUCK, 
VEEN ELIZABETH 
САМЕ HIM A SOB AT 

се! 572 COLLEGE, 
MANCHESTER ... < X 4 УДИ NATURE ФЕ HiS STUDIES 
> b3 ig | { FOLLOWED НІМ TO 


| 7 MANCHESTER... 
банан 


ONE. NIGHT, SS REGE E S. 14 
Br A MYSTERY Б A (LE за GO BACK TO 
GLARE, !/ 3 А” т 


TALBOT CONVERSED 

WiTH ANGELS, iN AN ANGELIC 

LANGUAGE CALLED 
ENOCHIAN! 


ін 1577 DEE MARRIED | 
JANE FROMONDS... 
HE. WAS 50, SHE WAS 
22, AND THEY WERE. 
A HOT iTEM/ 

ж 


THEN, А FEW 
YEARS LATER, 
A MAN TURNED 
UP ON HiS 

DOORSTEP 


His REPUTATION 
FOR. WizARDRY AND 
THE UNHALLOWED 


TALBOT wAS NOT A. 
PRETTY SIGHT... 


"Db. DEE'S LODGINGS 
SEEMED TO BE ow FIRE! 
ЕОТ-- THE LIGHT 
DISAPPEARED -- THERE 
WAS NO SIGN OF FiRE-- 


TALEGUS rick л can 54 THEY WERE | 3 
REAL. МАМЕ AME INVITED Тә ae | [wp DEE WOULD NOT E ——— N 
WAS ЕР\/АРР Ж ЕЖЕЛ EVROPE ON Ниса | [B EXPLAIN WHAT HAD OCCURED; JS se ый er —  — Yn i 
KELLEY, AND Құм = A TOUR OF 3 2 ажы mL xr ыс = Г 22 
HE WAS. АН (4 4 ARST Та f Eeu E у ШИЯ ЗИЛ ПІ 
десемгіізнер | | ЕРЕ ey | ONER- UT JOHN DEE WAS +» WHERE ТЕБ5 FINAL YEARS W i 
: PA | ERE SPENT 

TRICKSIER/ ER i С. SHADOWED) GENERALLY USELESS | JAMES I POVERTY AT MORTLAKE, WHERE Ж 

A кесер MAREN, | Wis нон Е IED iN 160, Yo 

j 2 2 3 í ә 2 Фе 
| Амр WAS E Sh ? cs 


ov 


EVENTUALLY KELLEY WAS SUCH 
A SUCCESS THAT HE DUMPED DEE 
AND WENT SOLOJ 


KELLEYS ANGELS ALSO PERSUADED DEE 
THAT THE TWO SHOULD SWAP WIVES For. 
A WHILE... ON MYSTICAL GROUNDS... 


HE WAS ALMOST FORGOTTEN FoR CENTURIES, BUT iN 
MODERN TIMES HE HAS REDISCOVERED, AND 
His FAME HAS GROWN AND GROWN! HE HAS FEATURED 
in NOVELS, PLAYS, FiLMS, T-SHIRTS, COMPUTER. 

GAMES, AND RINGTONES! (WELL, 


А YEAR OR 50 AFTER, 
DEES DEATH, SHAKESPEARES 
LAST PLAY, “THE TEMPEST” 
WAS STAGED. iTS MAIN 

CHARACTER, THE GREAT 

MAGICIAN PROSPERO, WAS 
A PORTRAIT ОҒ JOHN DEE... 


>t. 
Avg - Зу 


DEE RETURNED TO MORTLAKE, To Ғімр iT НАР BEEN TRASHED AND LOOTED 


Бит SERIOUS | 
SCHOLARS OF HiS 
WORK NOW SAY МЕ. 
SHOULD ADMIRE НІЛ, 
NOT AS A WIZARD, 
.BUT AS A ЕРІНІН 

'|ONEEF- ФЕ 
PRENTUALLY BECAME. 
MODERN SCIENCE.” 


MAY 1979 
This month, a naked 
‘amphibian boy’ was 
captured in India near 
a village on the Kuano 
River, in the Basti district 
of Uttar Pradesh. He was 
first spotted by a priest 
in 1973, at home in the 
water, catching fish and 
eating them alive. A 
woman called Somni 
came forward claim- 
ing the boy must be her 
Ramachandra, who had 
floated away downstream 14 
years previously. She lay in wait 
on the riverbank until, 
one day, she found 
him sleeping and 
recognised a birth- 
mark on his back. 
The boy continued 
to evade capture for 
years but gradually grew more 
used to the sightseers who flocked 
to the river and left him bowls of 
food. There were many tales of the 
boy's feats – floating and remaining 
submerged for long periods... and 
walking on the water. Somni had an 
explanation: he had been fathered 
one stormy night when she was 
raped by an enormous spirit in the 
rain. FT32:40 


2 MAY 1989 


On the 1st, Charlie Osborne - of 


M 
4 


ЖҰ» Anthon, Iowa- died and we pub- 
222 lished a picture of him looking 
Е € 2 alarmed. The real reason for him 
; 2 mid-convulsion was that he had 
suffered nonstop hiccups for 68 


being slightly out of focus and in 
years. Charlie's story began in 1922; 
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EACH MONTH WE SEND FORTEAN TIMES FOUNDER BOB RICKARD DOWN INTO THE 
DARKEST, COBWEB-RIDDEN DEPTHS OF THE VAULTS OF FORTEAN TOWERS IN SEARCH 
OF STORIES FROM FT'S PAST. 


OSBOURNE HICCUPPED 
NON-STOP FOR 68 
YEARS, FOR A TOTAL 
OF 430 MILLION TIMES 


he had been preparing the carcass of a hog when 
he called his wife to help him, as he could not 
finish the job for hiccupping. They came as many 
as 40 per minute sometimes and disrupted his 
ability to concentrate or work. By the 
time they stopped in 1990, it was 
reckoned that he had hiccupped 430 
million times, constantly and painfully. 


“fierce praying”. FT59:35 

The notion of a sleepy English village 
succumbing to a strange cloud whose effects 
were felt most among their children turns our 
thoughts towards John Wyndham’s Midwich 
Cuckoos. A rather cryptic report on the 4th, noted 
that “a spate of nose-bleeds and sore throats 
plaguing the villagers of Culham, 
Oxfordshire, has been blamed ona 
thick cloud that descended on the 
village” the day before. A police heli- 
copter team described the cloud as 
“lying like a heavy mist at ground level” and 
stretching five miles (8km) between Dorchester 
and Didcot. A scientist, seconded from nearby 
Harwell, home of the National Chemical Emerg- 
ency Centre, said the area smelled of sulphur, 
but he couldn’t say whether it had been gener- 
ated by traffic or cooling towers. By the time 
a ‘pollution inspector’ arrived on the scene, 
the cloud was too dispersed for samples to be 


taken. An environmental health officer later 
admitted to the press: “Nobody knows where 
the cloud came from or what it is.” FT53:14f 


MAY 1999 


A few weeks ago as I write, an article in 
Genome Research claimed that a sequencing of 
genes from the hair of two different Tasman- 
ian tigers - from museums in Sweden and 
US - showed they had “near-identical” DNA. 
The implication is that the almost complete 
| Jack of genetic diversity in the species prob- 
ably contributed to its extinction. Prof. Webb 
Miller, a member of the Penn State team 
studying thylacine DNA, hoped, nevertheless, 
to “reinvigorate discussions about possibly 
bringing the extinct Tasmanian tiger back 
to Ше”. It's been a long time coming - this 
month 10 years ago, we reported on a study of 
six thylacine faetuses preserved in museums 
around the world. At the time, Prof. Michael 
Archer of Sydney's Australian Museum told FT 
that the technology of cloning was “not quite 
there yet”. He was, however, hopeful, pointing 
to *12 kinds of living bacteria" having been 
successfully extracted from insects preserved 
in 30-million-year-old amber at California's 
Polytechnic Institute. FT124:7 

FT made an eclectic summary of the bizarre 
stories emanating from the Balkans, then 
engulfed in the Yugoslavian ethnic conflict. 
Among many truly astonishing state- 
„Е. ments were mentions of thousands 
А of strange spiders being dropped 
Е in canisters by the Yugoslav air 
force; “evil energy” emanating 
€ from ап ancient well in Belgrade’s 
. Kalemegdan park; a suggestion that 

Serbs originated from the planet Sorab 

in the Pleiades; a mysterious military unit of 
‘magicians’ known as Group 69 who claimed to 
be able to bring down planes using *parapsy- 
chological activity"; and advice given over a 
TV channel for Serbs to stockpile garlic as an 
army of vampires was about to rise from cem- 
eteries to vanquish their enemies. FT124:8-9 
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Celebrating John Michell 
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Bligh Bond and gematria 
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Write Your Way To A New Career! 


The Writers Bureau Celebrates 
Twenty Years of Helping New Writers 


by Nick Daws 


When distance-learning pioneer 
Ernest Metcalfe founded The Writers 
Bureau in the late 1980s, he can 
hardly have dared hope that twenty 
years on it would be acknowledged 
as Britain's leading writing school. 
Yet so it proved, and this year The 
Writers Bureau ran its 20th 
Anniversary Award to celebrate this 
landmark, and to recognise and 
reward the hard work of Writers 
Bureau students. 


“My writing 


career took off 
exponentially.” 


Students such as 
Tim Skelton. An 
engineer by 
profession, he 
had always harboured an ambition 
to write, and at the age of 40 signed 
up with The Writers Bureau. The 
decision changed his life: "My 
writing career took off exponentially. 
In 2005 I started appearing 
regularly in lifestyle and in-flight 
magazines. The following year I was 
commissioned by Bradt Travel 
Guides to write a guidebook to 
Luxembourg. And in the last year 


WHY 
NOT 
BE A 


As a freelance writer, you can earn very 
good money in your spare time, writing 
the stories, articles, books, scripts etc that 
editors and publishers want. Millions of 
pounds are paid annually in fees and 
royalties. Earning your share can be fun, 
profitable and creatively most fulfilling. 


To help you become a successful writer we 
offer you a first-class, home-study course 
from professional writers — with individual 
guidance from expert tutors and flexible 
tuition tailored to your own requirements. 
You are shown how to make the most of your 
abilities, where to find ideas, how to turn 
them into publishable writing and how to 
sell them. In short, we show you exactly how 
to become a published writer. If you want 
writing success — this is the way to start! 


Whatever your writing ambitions, we can 
help you to achieve them. For we give you 
an effective, stimulating and most enjoyable 
creative writing course... appreciated by 
students and acclaimed by experts. 

It’s ideal for beginners. No previous 
experience ог special background is 
required. You write and study at your own 
pace — you do not have to rush — as there are 
no time limits whatsoever on you. Many 
others have been successful this way. If 
they can do it — why can't you? 


I've appeared in The Times and The 
Independent, and updated 
guidebooks for Fodor's, Thomas 
Cook, and the АА." 


Another 20th Anniversary Award 
winner is Hazel McHaffie. Hazel 
wanted to make her academic work 
in Medical Ethics more accessible to 
people, and decided to write the 
themes into novels. Following her 
Writers Bureau course, Hazel has 
had five novels published, and 
appeared at the Edinburgh 
International Book Festival in 2008. 
She also has her own website at 
www.hazelmchaffie.com. 


Sometimes studying with The 
Writers Bureau takes students down 
new and unexpected paths. Award- 
winner Patricia Holness originally 


Hazel 
McHaffie 


Tim Skelton 


selling short stories for both children 
and adults. She also has a monthly 
column in Devon Life. 


These are just a selection from the 
inspirational true stories highlighted 
by The Writers Bureau's 20th 
Anniversary Awards. There's no 
reason why YOU couldn't be their 
next success story. With a 15-day 
free trial and money-back guarantee, 


RITER? 


enrolled on The Writers Bureau's 
Writing for Children course. 
However, she soon realised that 
what she was learning applied to 


other types of writing as well. She is 


now a full-time writer, regularly 


We are so confident that we can help you 
become a published writer that we give you 
a full refund guarantee. If you have not 
earned your course fees from published 
writing by the time you finish the course, we 
will refund them in full. 

If you want to be a writer start by requesting 
a free copy of our prospectus *Write and be 
Published'. Please call our freephone 
number or visit our website NOW. 


COURSE FEATURES 


30 FACT-PACKED MODULES 

3 SPECIALIST HANDBOOKS 

20 WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS 
ADVISORY SERVICE 

TUTORIAL SUPPORT 

FLEXIBLE STUDY PROGRAMME 
NO TIME LIMIT 

HOW TO PRESENT YOUR WORK 
HOW TO SELL YOUR WRITING 
15 DAY TRIAL PERIOD 

FULL REFUND GUARANTEE 


www.writersbureau.com 


17 FREEPHONE 
0800 856 2008 


PLEASE QUOTE REF. AT924 


email: 9W1 AT@writersbureau.com 
Please include your name and address 


» + + + » » +» » » » 6 


24 
HOURS 


there is nothing to lose and 
potentially a whole new career to 
gain! So why not visit their website 
at www.writersbureau.com or call on 
Freephone 0800 856 2008 for more 
information? 


AWARD WINNING WRITER 
Christina Jones, Oxfordshire 
'So far, | have had sixteen novels 
published. The Writers Bureau helped 
make this possible for me. Within six 
months of enrolling on my course | 
was having work commissioned by 
editors and | still work regularly for magazines." 


Keith Gregson, Sunderland 

‘In the last three years | have had almost 

250 features published in national and 

regional magazines and newspapers. | have 

also had books and booklets published at 

the request of recognised publishers and 

payment has contributed considerably to my general 
income. Thanks to you all.’ 


Beate Allerton, Aberdeenshire 
‘Five months into the course my first article 
was published, soon followed by others. My 
commissioned features to date are worth 
£3040, completely exceeding all of my 
expectations. With the help of the course | 
have begun to realise my lifetime ambition which seemed 
completely unimaginable this time last year.’ 
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ase send me free details on how to become a successful, 
| frelance writer: 


Years of 
Success 


| Freepost AT924, 
Manchester, M1 9HZ 
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